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ABSTRACT
Reading Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Emma from a feminist perspective reveals Austen’s
desire for progressive marriages built on equality and love. Comparing the characteristics and
eventual marriages of Austen’s heroines, Elizabeth Bennet and Emma Woodhouse, to other
women and relationships in her novels highlights their uniqueness as women of agency who
desire more than the society of Regency England offered women. Through such comparisons,
Austen brilliantly displays her critique of the patriarchal society and the limitations that it set on
women. Her critique is further established in the two novels through her emphasis on breaking
down the false patriarchal dichotomies that were prevalent in her society. Austen’s fight for
women’s equality aligns her with other feminist thinkers of the time, such as Mary
Wollstonecraft, and works to set the stage for what would later become first-wave feminism.
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Introduction:
To view Jane Austen’s novels as romance novels and nothing more is to miss out on the
depth of Austen’s writing and her critique of the society around her. Looking at Austen’s novels
from a feminist and historical perspective allows the reader to see the genius and historical
significance of Austen’s satire of the patriarchal society she was a part of as well as her desire for
change in women’s rights within the society. In addition, Austen’s novels encourage readers to
examine moral virtue on an individual basis, not on the basis of sex. The Regency-era in England
was a time of patriarchal control and clearly defined gender roles. These societal boundaries kept
women subordinate to their fathers, husbands, and even brothers. Societal boundaries were partly
defined through one’s socioeconomic standing within the community. When looking at Austen’s
novels, it is therefore important to view them through the broader lens of the socioeconomic
climate and resultant restrictions that climate placed on behavior and conduct. Austen’s novels
allow one to explore deep inside the innermost workings of the middle-class society in England
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Austen’s novels make it apparent that she
was a follower of Mary Wollstonecraft’s progressive writings on the rights of women. This, as
well as Austen’s critique of societal norms, positions Austen as a writer ahead of her time. The
freedom of character, freedom of speech, and overall agency that Austen’s heroines display are
representative of what would become first-wave feminism.
It is first important to establish the goals and context of first-wave feminism as each wave
of feminism sought different aspects of freedom and equality for women. First-wave feminism,
beginning around the midpoint of the nineteenth century, sought to challenge a husband’s
ownership of his wife including his authority over her social interactions and any money she
brought to the marriage, fought for women’s voting rights, and fought for the education of
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women so that they could be intellectual peers with men. The key to all these goals was found in
the need to educate women to be on equal terms with men. During Austen’s lifetime, middleclass boys were sent off to boarding schools and received a formal education covering everything
from grammar to mathematics. The education girls received was significantly less structured and
focused more on their ability to be good housewives. In Family Fortunes, Leonore Davidoff and
Catherine Hall describe female education as designed to prepare women “to be used in the
service of others” (289) and argue that
since women were regarded as central to the image of family status, their training was
directed to that end. The arts, drawing, piano playing, knowledge of French which
became the staple, and much derided, fare of female accomplishments, were deliberately
paraded as being the opposite of business duties. (289-290)
As Davidoff and Hall show, girls were purposefully kept from the more practical, public sphere
focused education that their brothers received. Through such culturally enforced ignorance,
women were often unable to meet their spouses, brothers, and fathers in intellectual conversation
about the goings on of public life and business which forced them into a social position below
men.
The nineteenth century woman was supposed to be “pious, pure, submissive and
domesticated, for the true woman turned her home into a haven for all that was civilized and
spiritual in a materialistic world” (Vickery 384). Such women did not need to work outside the
home to maintain the family’s middle-class standing, and a woman working outside the home
was often seen as a failure on the part of the man. Women being relegated to the private sphere
of society was seen as a badge of honor for their husbands, a sign of the male breadwinner’s own
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financial success and ability. This private sphere consisted of running the household, raising the
children, and overseeing the family’s social life through letters and the planning of events.
Such private-sphere work was crucial to the continuation of the middle-class society of
the Regency era. Middle-class women, though not allowed to mingle in the public sphere, were
entrusted with the care and teaching of the future gentry. Their correspondence and social
planning determined whether the family would continue to function as part of the middle-class or
suffer a fall from grace. Women were not the head of the home, carried little to no authority,
were seen as an appendage of the husband, and yet represented the domestic face and value of
the family name.
While many critique Austen’s novels1 as being mundane and merely discussing the day
to day lives of everyday people, I argue that it is in these moments that Austen gives readers a
glimpse into the true inner workings of the Regency period. The family was at the center of
everything, but it could seem mundane in relation to traditionally masculine subject matter such
as wars or politics. Wars and politics, however, could not have happened without first beginning
in the ‘mundane’ home where generals and politicians were raised. The private sphere, while
upheld by the culture in contrast to the public commercial sphere, in fact dictated the creation
and continuation of the middle class. Nancy Armstrong argues that the idealization of the
comfort and peace offered in the private sphere determined the actions of the public sphere as the
men strove to access and maintain the ability to have a wife whose sole job was to maintain his
household and social standing (Armstrong 4). Thus, domestic ideology, while flourishing and

1

See Christine Marshall’s ““Dull Elves” and Feminists: A Summary of Feminist Criticism of Jane Austen” for a
brief overview of the history of feminist criticism of Austen’s work. As late as the 1970s, critics such as Edna
Steeves refused to see Austen as a feminist writer.
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thriving in the private sphere, impacted society as a whole; it was coextensive political and
economic life.
The era’s domestic ideology was enforced not just by male gentry but by the women
themselves. In Jane Austen Among Women, Deborah Kaplan argues that women were selfpolicing through their correspondence to each other. Older women would take it upon
themselves to advise the younger generations on expectations for wives and mothers. This
evidence of self-repression illustrates another aspect of the domestic ideology: it became so
embedded in the minds of women that it often was not easily recognized or fought by women.
As Austen illustrates in her novels, such internalized oppression was common as women often
acted as the harshest critics of anyone attempting to refuse dominant social norms.
Even in letter writing, an activity that is seen by historians to be female-centric, the
patriarchal agenda overshadowed the desires of the female writer. Often, the men of the home
would instruct their wives or daughters to relay information to the men of the receiver’s home
(Kaplan 47). As this meant that the men would often oversee the letter writing, it is a clear
example of the control men exerted on even the most domestic aspects of a woman’s life
presumed to be in her limited control. That is, the letters that were one of the few things
designated in a woman’s sphere were still dictated by men: “When women did mention their
own interests and experiences, they often diminished them, echoing the patriarchal view of their
domestic activities as trivial and unimportant” (Kaplan 49). This innate, self-policed, repressing
ideology is an example of self-devaluation at its worst as women felt that their activities and
interests were not worth discussing to the men in their lives. Yet, in such letters the lists of dayto-day interactions, culture and norms continued to be molded and therefore provided the
groundwork for first-wave feminism’s foothold in society.
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The development and further solidification of domestic ideology in the decades that
followed the Regency era attest to the importance of the feminist work for which Austen’s novels
laid the groundwork. In his Sesame and Lilies, Ruskin argues against the reading of novels that
might encourage women to desire more than life in the private sphere would offer them. Ruskin
stated that a woman would reach her full capability if she learned to sew, draw, cook, and serve
others effectively (Ruskin). In addition to these qualities, a good woman was known by how well
she cared for her family: “The best women are indeed necessarily the most difficult to know;
they are recognized chiefly in the happiness of their husbands and the nobleness of their children;
they are only to be divined not discerned, by the stranger; and, sometimes, seem almost helpless
except in their homes” (Ruskin). Ruskin paints the picture of the legacy of earlier social
restrictions on the lives of women. By the mid-nineteenth century, the result is a cultural
ideology that idealizes the woman whose only job is to support her husband and run his home.
In the same writing, Ruskin argued that women should only be taught what is necessary
to ensure that they would be a helpmate to their husbands. Ruskin writes:
It is of no moment, as a matter of pride or perfectness in herself, whether she knows
many languages or one; but it is of the utmost, that she should be able to show kindness
to a stranger, and to understand the sweetness of a stranger’s tongue (Ruskin).
Such a misogynistic view was unconcerned with educating women in order to offer them agency
but was concerned that wives achieve the minimum standard necessary to keep them from
embarrassing their husbands. Here we see how Victorian domestic ideology grows out of earlier
educational norms that limited what a woman learned and why.
Ruskin’s domestic ideology continues into the realm of novels when he suggests that
women should only be allowed to read wholesome novels of little substance. Ruskin warns
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against women being exposed to newer forms of literature when he writes to “keep the modern
magazine and novel out of your girl’s way: turn her loose into the old library every wet day, and
let her alone” (Ruskin). A novel of little substance and no intrigue was the one that Ruskin
deemed appropriate for female readers: “Or even of the fountain of wit; for with respect to the
sore temptation of novel reading, it is not the badness of a novel that we should dread, so much
as its over-wrought interest” (Ruskin).
Into such a dreary category of sameness does Ruskin thrust Austen’s novels. In Volume 2
of The Critical Heritage: Jane Austen, Austen’s work is praised as being among the novels
accepted and encouraged by Ruskinian ideology. Austen’s novels were seen only as mundane
representations of domestic life and its daily activities. Such a depiction was not feared to
encourage women to shake off the shackles of domesticity. However, what Ruskin failed to see
was the subtext of Austen’s novels and their call for change. Flying under the radar, Austen’s
novels, although full of supposedly mundane daily activities, were able to speak of agency and
equality in the world of the private sphere. While this undertone was undetectable to many, such
was the scheme as it allowed the novels to connect private and public spheres and critique the
very foundations of the patriarchal social norms upholding both. Such a connection allowed the
novels to puncture the seemingly impermeable boundary that surrounded the private sphere and
separated women from men and from society as a whole.
Ruskin’s oversight is replicated in much literary scholarship. As Austen’s novels contain
only subtle nods to a progressive ideology for her time, even many feminist scholars, including
Marilyn Butler who wrote Jane Austen and the War of Ideas and Juliet Prewitt Brown, find
Austen’s novels to lack the explicit qualities representative of the feminist ideology (Ascarelli).
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Such scholars believe that Austen’s decision to have her novels end in marriage, a distinct sign
of the patriarchal paradigm, is a clear indication that she was not a feminist writer. In “A
Feminist Connection: Jane Austen and Mary Wollstonecraft,” Miriam Ascarelli acknowledges
such criticism while arguing against it when she writes:
Austen’s voice is, to be sure, a gentler one, softened by end-of-the-book marriages
and a wonderful irony and sense of humor. Nonetheless, a staunch feminist stance is
there, suggesting Austen, like Wollstonecraft, was tuned into one of the hottest
issues of her time: women’s role in society.
As Ascarelli writes, Jane Austen used her novels to push boundaries within the patriarchal
society she was a part of while simultaneously refusing to challenge the protection, prestige, and
comfort offered to her by the gentry.
In Jane Austen Among Women, Deborah Kaplan discusses this cultural duality that
Austen writes from. Kaplan argues that this duality causes it to be impossible to separate the
social class Austen belonged to from the society of women of which she was a part (Kaplan
202). Not only does this connection imply that the societal norms that Austen addressed are only
applicable within the gentry but also color the way that her novels unfold. As Kaplan writes,
It may also enable us to see that, when writing for publication, Austen at times could
downplay conflicting representations of her two cultures with strong and sincere
endorsements of the gentry’s dominant culture and not only out of concern for her
public’s expectations or seamless representations. She could and would want to do so in
her public work because the women’s culture was, paradoxically, not just “against” but
“within” the gentry’s patriarchal culture. (203)
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As Kaplan argues, Austen appears to be sitting on the fence as both a feminist writer and
an advocate of the patriarchal ideology; however, this equivocation is evidence of her conflicting
cultures as well as her desire to please her audience (203). Although Austen’s feminist voice
might not ring as loudly in today’s society of progressive thought, her novels spoke volumes
when they were penned. As the daughter of the clergy and an unmarried woman, Austen had to
tread carefully so as to ensure that her novels would be well read and circulated amongst her
conservative social circles. Had she brazenly spoken out against the patriarchal paradigm, she
might have lost a large portion of her audience. Instead, Austen worked from within to
masterfully weave in and out of the patriarchal framework that she lived in to push the
boundaries. The brilliance of her writing is that the evidence of the cultural duality allowed for
an acceptance of the patriarchal paradigm while simultaneously mocking it, illuminating its
failures and shortcomings, and displaying its need for change.
Austen’s feminist ideals, while mentioned only subtly in her novels, came from women
such as Mary Wollstonecraft who had no fear of the disapproval of men and wrote boldly against
patriarchal ideology. Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and
many other novels and book reviews, believed in the need to educate women beyond the daily
household responsibilities so that they would have agency. Wollstonecraft argues against the
educational system that “conspired to keep women in a state of slavish dependency” (Ascarelli).
Wollstonecraft disputes the argument that women have no need to receive higher education,
explaining that
as unnecessary as it is thought for Women to have Knowledge, she who is truly good
finds very great use of it, not only in the Conduct of her own Soul but in the management
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of her Family, in the Conversation of her Neighbours and in all the Concerns of Life.
(228)
Here, Wollstonecraft argues for the need to educate women not so that they can overcome the
patriarchal society, but so that they can be a better version of themselves in their various familial
and community roles.
Although Austen’s novels end in patriarchal marriage, the marriages promote education
of women that goes beyond the private sphere as Wollstonecraft suggests above. Austen depicts
the middle-class society as it was but “Austen focuses on the reasoning skills women need to
survive, which to me, is the ultimate feminist statement” (Ascarelli). Austen’s use of satire
undermines the patriarchal ideology evident in her novels as she willingly displays the flaws of
the middle-class society and the need for increased agency for women (Brown).
Austen was the daughter of a preacher, single, and afraid of the potential criticism that
could come from her more feminist opinions. Because of these contexts, I argue that she wrote
her novels in a form of code that could be cracked, particularly when we read her novels
alongside Wollstonecraft’s radical writings. While Wollstonecraft could freely speak on the
issues at hand and the plight of women in her society, Austen depicted similar sentiments
through her plots of matrimony and class tension. In a tumultuous climate marked by change,
Austen took Wollstonecraft’s clear stance on women’s rights and included them in a narrative
that allowed her work to fly under the radar of patriarchal expectations. Austen’s focus on the
education of her heroines, her satire of the power men possessed, and her insistence on marriages
based on equity and friendship mirror and translate into narrative Wollstonecraft’s argument for
the education of women so that they could be independent beings and equal to men.
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Wollstonecraft’s focus on religion and creating her ideology to coexist within the
patriarchal structure is also evident in Austen’s work as her characters work within the religious
and patriarchal system to gain their freedom. Wollstonecraft did not come out brazenly
attempting to overturn the patriarchy and the concept of marriage. Instead, she argued that
women needed to be educated in order to reach their full potential in the roles that the patriarchy
assigned them: helpmate to husband and mother. Wollstonecraft did not attempt to dismantle
these roles but to argue that women would make better wives to their husbands if they could be
intellectual equals and to have a relationship based on friendship as opposed to subservient
behaviors. She argued that a woman would be better equipped to raise virtuous, patriotic children
if she herself possessed both of those qualities.
The goal of this thesis is to analyze Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Emma to discuss
the many places where Austen pushes the boundaries of the patriarchal society to show its need
for revision. Through looking at the characters from the novels, I will argue that Austen created
an atmosphere within her novels where women could marry for love and speak their minds to
both men and women. I will first examine each novel in isolation. The agency both Elizabeth
Bennet and Emma Woodhouse possess are beyond what society expected of women at the time.
Austen’s inclusion of such female characters, both those who are complacent within the
patriarchal system of control and those who fight the system and its morals, makes room for
more progressive analysis of Elizabeth and Emma than past critical readings have provided. Both
of these characters maintain agency and a form of independence while simultaneously benefiting
from the patriarchal society they reside in.
I will then focus on a comparison of the two novels and Austen’s use of gender crossing
to further her agenda. In both Pride and Prejudice and Emma there are several instances where
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Austen assigns a character from each novel to mirror another in all but their sex. As the
characters from each novel are similar in all but sex, the way they are received and treated by
their society can be directly correlated to this difference. Through looking at such double
standards, Austen critiques the idea of dichotomous gender norms and argues instead for a
society that looks at the individual over their sex. Austen refutes such a false patriarchal
dichotomy as it interprets behaviors as gendered as opposed to individualistic. Throughout the
thesis, I argue for the need to include Jane Austen amongst the feminist thinkers of her time.
Austen’s novels have had the unmatchable ability to meet women where they are, whether in
nineteenth century England or in modern America, and to inspire them to a greatness achieved
only through education and agency. Such a legacy has opened the door for feminists to come
after her and break the glass ceiling in our society.
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Chapter 1: Feminism in Pride and Prejudice
Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice focuses on the concept of marriage and its function as
a microcosm of society at large, portraying several different relationships at varying stages of
life. Throughout the novel, the reader is left with the lasting impression that Elizabeth Bennet’s
marriage is far preferable to the others that are described. This intentional focus on Elizabeth’s
marriage exemplifies Austen’s desire to support marriages based on affection and equality in
comparison to the other marriages that appear in the novel. Austen’s critique of the restraints and
restrictions that women of her time and place faced are evident when the varying marriages
throughout the novel are compared to Elizabeth’s. These marriages lack qualities Austen deems
fundamental such as mutual respect, love, or the ability for the individuals in the marriage to
improve the character of each other.
In a society dominated by patriarchal control in marriages, Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam
Darcy’s enduring love story was meant to shake the foundations of marriage ideology as it was
known in Austen’s time and place—and perhaps still our own.2 As I have noted, Austen includes
an in-depth description of several marriages throughout the novel. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet’s
marriage represents an unhappy union as the woman is not educated enough to be an equal
partner to her husband. Austen’s critique of Mrs. Bennet can therefore be seen as a critique of the
society that created her. Mr. George Wickham and Lydia Bennet’s scandalous union represents a
relationship that completely defies societal laws and ends in a forced marriage with little
happiness. Mr. Charles Bingley and Jane Bennet’s unassuming union represents the idealized
marriage during the period. While such a match was seen as the ideal, Austen argues that it

2

See Susan Fraiman’s “The Liberation of Elizabeth Bennet in Joe Wright’s Pride and Prejudice” where she
discusses the 2005 adaptation of Pride and Prejudice’s evolved Elizabeth Bennet and her connection to today’s
society.
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prevents the individuals from improving as a person. Mr. William Collins and Charlotte Lucas’s
marriage is represented as one of convenience, not one based on love or respect. Austen’s
creation of Elizabeth and Darcy’s relationship founded in love, mutual respect, and mutual
agency as opposed to convenience helps set the stage for what would, generations later, be firstwave feminism. Through depicting a woman who is educated and able/willing to speak her own
mind, Austen’s novels advocate for an agency for women that first-wave feminism picks up on
when they advocate for women’s suffrage amongst other rights.
Mr. and Mrs. Bennet
While Elizabeth's mother, Mrs. Bennet, is ridiculed throughout the novel for being
“intolerable” (Loc 297) and in “total want of propriety” (Loc 2821), her behavior is founded in
concerns that are quite logical given early nineteenth century laws, especially in relation to
entailment. Though her behavior may be seen as silly, it is her response to the constraints her
society has placed on her and therefore can be seen as a critique of the patriarchal society of the
time. Mary Wollstonecraft’s criticism of the women produced by her society is evident in Mrs.
Bennet’s character and therefore draws a parallel between Wollstonecraft’s ideology and
Austen’s novels. The legitimate fear that she and her daughters end up homeless after her
husband’s death prompts her manipulative ploys to marry her daughters off to wealthy men. This
need for her daughters to marry well consumed her life as she tells her husband, “If I can but see
one of my daughters happily settled at Netherfield (Mr. Bingley’s estate) and all the others
equally married, I shall have nothing to wish for” (Loc 129).
Austen offers her readers a unique view into the laws and customs that dictated her
society throughout her novels. In “The Marriage Law of Jane Austen’s World,” Martha Bailey
outlines the laws that Austen alludes to in the beginning chapters of Pride and Prejudice. As Mr.

14

Bennet has five daughters and no sons, his estate cannot be passed down to one of his daughters
after his death and will instead be entailed away to a male relative: “If a son had been born to the
Bennets, the son, rather than Mr. Collins, would have been entitled to the family property on Mr.
Bennet’s death” (Bailey 2). As no male heir was produced, upon Mr. Bennet’s death, all of the
family’s estate would be entailed away to Mr. Collins. This inevitable fact acts as the logical
catalyst for Mrs. Bennet’s impatient desire for her daughters to marry.
Mrs. Bennet eagerly pursues matches for her two eldest daughters, Jane and Elizabeth.
Her daughters must marry someone financially well off in order for the family to be fiscally
taken care of in the event of her husband’s demise. This need to get her daughters settled controls
Mrs. Bennet’s story throughout the novel. At the beginning, when news spreads of Mr. Bingley’s
arrival in the neighborhood, Mrs. Bennet is ecstatic for the possibilities his fortune could bring to
their family. Upon being asked if he was single, she replies, “Oh! Single, my dear, to be sure! A
single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a-year. What a fine thing for our girls!”
(Austen Loc 58). Such a statement shows that from the beginning Mrs. Bennet’s desire is to
essentially throw her daughters into the way of men that will be able to support the family
financially. Her fear shows the extent to which England’s inheritance laws favored estates over
women and children. As opposed to women being protected, the inheritance laws
instrumentalized women in order to secure estates and maintain socioeconomic order. While this
desire does not explain her absurd behavior at times, her feeling of abandonment by the law is
understandable when we take historical context into account.
As the Bennets were a lower status family in comparison to that of Mr. Bingley, social
laws of the time dictated that the Bennet family be formally introduced to Mr. Bingley. If Mr.
Bingley failed to introduce himself to the Bennets, and Mr. Bennet as the male household
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member did not reach out to make sure this happens, the Bennet women would be unable to
formally make his acquaintance. This would further limit Mrs. Bennet’s ability to marry her
daughters off for what the novel already presents as a last effort to rectify their grim prospects.
Such an example of Mr. Bennet’s apparent negligence shows that while he appears to be the
height of good sense at the novel’s beginning, Mrs. Bennet is the one doing all that she can
within the constraints of her society to protect her children.
When Mr. Bennet jokingly states that he will not make the initial visit to Mr. Bingley,
Mrs. Bennet is beside herself as she is sure the other chances for introduction will fall through: “I
do not believe Mrs. Long will do any such thing. She has two nieces of her own. She is a selfish,
hypocritical woman, and I have no opinion of her” (Austen Loc 95). Through this response,
Austen is portraying the competition among families that emerges from the social need to find
suitable marriage partners for young women. There are not enough single men of substantial
fortune for all of the eligible ladies in the Bennet’s middle-class society. This fact pushes Mrs.
Bennet to easily disregard her friendship with Mrs. Long as it is more important to support her
daughters’ futures than to support a fellow mother. This is not merely silly competition; such a
move is Mrs. Bennet’s response to a frightening world for females in her time period.
This opening dialogue gives the reader a great understanding of the first marriage that
Austen wishes to depict: that of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet. In ““A Pair of Fine Eyes”: Jane Austen’s
Depiction of Sex,” Alice Chandler argues that the Bennet marriage functions as a foil to
Elizabeth and Darcy’s eventual union. Chandler writes, “Mr. Bennet’s marital disappointment in
his silly wife shows us what happens when a person of lively talents fails to choose an equal
mate” (Chandler 8). Austen’s words support such a claim when she writes:

16

Mr. Bennet was so odd a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and caprice,
that the experience of three and twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife
understand his character. Her mind was less difficult to develop. She was a woman of
mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper. When she was
discontented she fancied herself nervous. The business of her life was to get her
daughters married; its solace was visiting and news. (Austen Loc 84)
I argue that Austen’s criticism of Mrs. Bennet represents a criticism of the society that has placed
her in a position of ignorance, discontent, and a lack of understanding. Through looking at the
restraints Mrs. Bennet faces, it is clear that her behavior is founded in desperation and ignorance
forced on her by the patriarchal system of the time.
The relationship between Mr. and Mrs. Bennet is not formed on a loving foundation, but
instead survives through constant, difficult negotiation. Mrs. Bennet is shown to be silly and
ignorant, and Mr. Bennet is shown to be exhausted by his wife and ready to poke fun at her as a
way of passing the time. Yet readers must go beyond the surface depiction of the marriage as
Mrs. Bennet is the parent most concerned with providing a better future for her daughters. If
Austen’s pointed criticism of their relationship is not enough, she neatly ties Mrs. Bennet to the
social stereotypes associated with middle-class women during the time: “its solace was visiting
and news” (Austen Loc 87). Mrs. Bennet’s only goals were to marry her daughters off and
maintain her family’s status as “a family had status only as long as it was represented within the
community—in person and in the more indirect symbolic depictions of oral and written gossip,
of news” (Kaplan 34). As Mr. Bennet, the one with real influence, did not care to socialize and
strive to make matches for his daughters, the future of the Bennet family lay with Mrs. Bennet.
The characterization of Mrs. Bennet is one of the places where we see Austen translating
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Wollstonecraft’s ideas into fiction. Specifically, Austen’s depiction of Mrs. Bennet aligns with
Mary Wollstonecraft’s idea of motherhood. Wollstonecraft writes, “I will go still further, and
advance, without dreaming of a paradox, that an unhappy marriage is often very advantageous to
a family, and that the neglected wife is, in general, the best mother” (34). Such a statement
appears to be true of Mrs. Bennet as the neglect of her husband allows her to focus all her
attention on her daughters. In “Replacing Romantic Sentiments with Just Opinions: How
Austen’s Novels Function like Wollstonecraft’s “Judicious Person,”” Kristine Hansen compares
Wollstonecraft’s writings to Austen’s novels to show the likelihood that Austen was a follower
of Wollstonecraft’s work.3 Hansen outlines the “undesirable outcomes” of what Wollstonecraft
saw as “deficient education of girls and women.” These outcomes are its aim “to make women
pleasing,” which will eventually “lead a husband to become contemptuous of his wife’s
weakness and vanity as she ages” and “prone to infidelity” causing the wife to “resort to
“cunning,” or manipulation, to achieve their desires” (Hansen 663). Wollstonecraft argued that if
you do not educate a woman to be her husband’s equal, when her physical beauty and allure
wear off, the husband will be left desiring more and the wife will be forced to use manipulation
as her only tool of survival in a man’s world.
These negative outcomes indicative of an insufficient education of women shed light on
the character and behavior of Mrs. Bennet. Though Austen negatively depicts Mrs. Bennet, her
criticism is aimed at the society that created her as opposed to the character herself. Hansen
recalls Austen’s description of Mr. Bennet’s relationship with his wife in Pride and Prejudice
where Austen writes:

3

See also Melissa A. Ray’s “A Vindication of Jane Austen: Mary Wollstonecraft’s Feminist Ideology Embodied in
Pride and Prejudice.” Ray agrees with Hansen that there is clear evidence that Austen was a follower of
Wollstonecraft’s work as Elizabeth clearly represents aspects of Wollstonecraft’s ideology.
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Her father, captivated by youth and beauty, and that appearance of good humor, which
youth and beauty generally give, had married a woman whose weak understanding and
illiberal mind, had very early in their marriage put an end to all real affection for her.
Respect, esteem, and confidence had vanished forever; and all his views of domestic
happiness were overthrown. (Loc 3341)
I argue that Hansen is criticizing Mr. Bennet here as he used a shallow measure with which to
find a wife---and that this shallow measure led to his unhappiness. Society created Mrs. Bennet,
but Mr. Bennet’s vain desires led to his selection of a spouse he does not respect or esteem.
From the beginning of the novel, Austen paints a picture of a relationship based on a
physical attraction that is long gone. As Mrs. Bennet was only educated in the ways to attract a
husband for herself, the loss of her beauty leaves her with no way to connect to her husband but
through manipulation. One such manipulative tactic is evident in her continual references to her
poor health being an outcome of her husband’s actions or lack of action. When Mr. Bennet
informs his wife of his refusal to make the initial introduction to Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Bennet uses
her anxiety to guilt him: “When she was discontented, she fancied herself nervous” (Loc 79).
Her response to his refusal is to say, “You take delight in vexing me. You have no compassion
for my poor nerves” (Loc 66). Through guilting him in this way, Mrs. Bennet presses into the
stereotype of women’s emotional unsteadiness to manipulate the actions and behavior of her
husband. As for her mothering skills, she can only impart what she herself knew as a young
woman: the need for a woman to procure a husband by whatever means necessary. I argue that
Austen depicts Mrs. Bennet in such a light to illuminate a problem within society itself that
forces women into such roles.
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Mrs. Bennet continues the cycle of manipulation forced on her by society when she
imparts her manipulative tendencies onto her five daughters throughout the novel. It is important
to note that here manipulation is used to reference behaviors that were seen as manipulative by
society, though in fact they also indicate a level of cleverness on Mrs. Bennet’s part, as she had
to create her own way to gain agency in a world created by men for men. She manipulates the
situation when Jane goes to visit Mr. Bingley by refusing to allow her to have access to the
family carriage in order to prolong her visit and “increase Jane’s chances for attachment with
Mr. Bingley” (Hansen 667). Her plan works as Jane catches a bad cold on her trip and has to say
a longer length of time to recover in Bingley’s home. Such a scheme shows Mrs. Bennet’s
desperation to have Jane and Mr. Bingley end up together to the point that she would risk her
daughter’s health. This places Mrs. Bennet in a difficult predicament as she must balance the
need to be a good mother against placing her daughter in harm’s way to ensure an invitation that
society would not have allowed her to procure any other way. Mrs. Bennet’s actions represent
her real fear for her daughters’ futures as she is forced to put such a fear above the health of Jane.
I argue that society has both forced Mrs. Bennet into the role of good mother while
simultaneously preventing her from performing this role in relation to marrying her daughters.
She must resort to manipulative tactics.
Mrs. Bennet continues to represent Wollstonecraft’s argument about the need for better
education for women through her lack of discernment “evident in her inability to make the most
obvious distinctions in her daughters’ suitors” (Hansen 668). At the beginning of the novel, Mrs.
Bennet’s focus is on her daughters marrying a man of means so as to provide for them and the
family; however, by the end of the novel, she even sacrifices this stipulation. Mrs. Bennet insists
that Elizabeth accept Mr. Collins’ marriage proposal even though he lacks the character and
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virtue of a gentleman in addition to his lack of any great means of wealth beyond his eventual
ownership of Longbourn. It does not matter to Mrs. Bennet that Elizabeth is repulsed by him
because her focus is on preserving their estate and not the happiness of any one daughter.
Lydia Bennet and George Wickham
Although viewing Mrs. Bennet’s behavior as a result of the oppressive culture
surrounding her explains her motives, there are still times when her actions are inexcusable. One
such action that demands critique is found in her varying responses to Lydia’s elopement with
Mr. George Wickham. Mr. Wickham finds himself to be the object of the younger Bennet
sister’s obsession. When Mr. Wickham moves to Brighton with his regiment, Lydia is beside
herself until she is invited to join the party by Mrs. Forster. Lydia is permitted to accept the
invitation despite Elizabeth’s protests to their father that “her character will be fixed, and she
will, at sixteen, be the most determined flirt that ever made herself and her family ridiculous”
(Austen Loc 3278). Lydia’s infatuation with the officers’ companionship shows her mother’s
influence on her as she, due to societal forces, has attempted to force marriage on her daughters
to the point of exposing her immature sixteen-year-old to adult society. Here, again, is an
example of how Mrs. Bennet’s behavior is shaped by the constraints women faced in her society;
she would rather have her daughter risk scandal than not marry and end up impoverished. Such a
lapse in judgment as a mother leads to the scandal and ruin of her daughter’s reputation, yet what
choice did Mrs. Bennet have? Having five daughters out in society provided a better chance of
safety from familial ruin than four. Therefore, while inexcusable as a mother by our standards
today, such behavior can again be ultimately blamed on the patriarchal society imprisoning Mrs.
Bennet.
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While in Brighton, Lydia runs off with Mr. Wickham without a care for the impact that it
will have on her family’s reputation, let alone her own. Her blindness to the seriousness of the
situation is apparent in the note she leaves behind where she writes, “You will laugh when you
know where I am gone, and I cannot help laughing at myself at your surprise to-morrow
morning, as soon as I am missed” (Loc 4072). When news of this reaches Longbourn and the
family gathers to determine a plan of action, they find Mrs. Bennet
exactly as might be expected; with tears and lamentations of regret, invectives against
the villainous conduct of Mr. Wickham, and complaints of her own sufferings and ill
usage; blaming everybody but the person to whose ill judging indulgence the errors
of her daughter must be principally owing. (Loc 4013)
While her lamentations seem to be truly sorrowful, they only last until she is informed that Mr.
Wickham will indeed do right by Lydia and marry her. (Although the family is all unaware at
this point that Wickham is pressured into such a decision by Mr. Darcy.)
It is clear that Mrs. Bennet is more concerned with the concept of marriage than the moral
virtue of her daughters. This examination of the lapse in moral virtue works to again connect
Mrs. Bennet to Mary Wollstonecraft’s critique of patriarchal society. Such an oversight is
indicative of Wollstonecraft’s argument that women must be educated to a higher standard to
focus more on their moral goodness than on earthly attachments (Wollstonecraft 68). Mrs.
Bennet’s practically instantaneous reversal of emotions shows her focus to be on her daughter’s
worldly wealth and position as opposed to the lack of character and moral maturity that resulted
in Lydia’s predicament. As soon as word of the marriage reaches Mrs. Bennet, she forgets all
about the villainous Mr. Wickham and instead embraces “dear Wickham” and the need for Lydia
to have proper “wedding clothes” (Austen Loc 4293). The introduction of marriage into what
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will remain a disgrace for Elizabeth is enough to shake Mrs. Bennet from her depression and
throw her into a fit of joy at her youngest daughter getting married. Mrs. Bennet’s seeming
inability to contain both joy and sadness, necessary in such a circumstance, shows her to be an
unsuitable mother in Wollstonecraft’s view as “reason is absolutely necessary to enable a woman
to perform any duty properly” (Wollstonecraft 69). Yet Wollstonecraft also argues, as mentioned
previously, that neglected wives make the best mothers. I argue that these two competing
thoughts are combined in Austen’s novel; Mr. Bennet’s neglect of his wife leads to Mrs.
Bennet’s complete focus on her daughters, but the focus that she has to offer is only as much as
society allowed her to acquire.
After the disgraceful wedding takes place, Mrs. Bennet insists that Lydia and her husband
return home to make their marriage debut amongst their society. All in the family attempt to talk
her out of this as the marriage is still very much a disgrace upon the family; however, Mrs.
Bennet has her way in the end. Lydia and Wickham arrive and are foolishly paraded around
society by Mrs. Bennet as her prized, wedded daughter and son-in-law (Austen Loc 4451). Mrs.
Bennet’s inability to see beyond the marital status of her children shows her to lack the education
that Wollstonecraft believed women need in order to have virtuous thoughts beyond those of a
frivolous, uneducated wife. Had Mrs. Bennet received a proper education, she would have been
better able to guide her daughters into marriages and situations of both moral and societal
improvement.
When the union of Mr. Wickham and Lydia is compared to that of Mr. Darcy and
Elizabeth, the true scandal of Lydia’s reckless, and unwelcome (for Wickham) marriage is made
apparent. While Elizabeth stands out for her refusal to accept social restrictions regardless of the
financial outcome, Austen has Lydia stand as one who has refused the restraints put on women’s
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sexuality. In a society where women were to remain mysterious in the eyes of men until marriage,
Lydia would “never be easy until she has exposed herself in some public place or other” leading
to “the public notice of Lydia’s unguarded and imprudent manner” (Loc 3258). While such a move
would be welcome in more current feminist ideology, Austen was arguing more for a change from
within the patriarchal paradigm. As the youngest Bennet sister, Lydia is immature and chases after
all the men in her acquaintance.
Austen uses similar traits between sisters Lydia and Elizabeth in vastly different ways to
highlight how differently the characters are perceived based on their actions and maturity. In
“Laughing at Mr. Darcy: Wit and Sexuality in Pride and Prejudice,” Elvira Casal argues that
Lydia and Elizabeth both utilize laughter to stand out, but in very different ways: “Lydia
Bennet’s laughter is a sign both of foolishness---of lack of reflection—and of rampant sexuality”
(2). Lydia’s laughter is seen as socially unacceptable because of its sexual nature and its
implication of disrespect to those being laughed at, especially when male.4 When Lydia sinks her
reputation to the point of running off with Mr. Wickham, a man of questionable character who has
no intention of marrying her, she does not take the situation seriously. When ending her letter
revealing her potential elopement with Mr. Wickham, Lydia writes, “What a good joke it will be!
I can hardly write for laughing” (Austen Loc 4081). What Lydia ignorantly saw as a joke was the
complete opposite as her actions caused the potential for serious harm to be done to her reputation
as well as the reputation of her family.
In contrast, Elizabeth Bennet uses laughter more seriously as a way of connecting with
those around her as well as taking control in a social setting while still remaining, for the most
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See also Elena Marcela Luda’s “Courtship and Dance---A Journey to Self-Understanding in Emma and Pride and
Prejudice.” Luda further analyzes the sexual aspects of the novel through looking at the dancing in the novel as it is
the one place where men and women are allowed to enter into a physical partnership.
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part, within the bounds of propriety. Her laughter is used as a veiled critique of the patriarchal
paradigm that makes its point without stepping outside of it. When laughing at Mr. Darcy to
Colonel Fitzwilliam, Elizabeth is attempting to connect to Fitzwilliam through laughing at Mr.
Darcy’s prideful actions at a dance (Casal 4). In regard to the same prideful moment at the dance,
Elizabeth uses laughter to take control of the narrative. When Elizabeth is snubbed by Mr.
Darcy, who essentially states that she isn’t worth dancing with, Elizabeth chooses to tell the story
to Charlotte by means of laughing at Darcy and controlling the narrative as opposed to allowing
her humiliation to consume her. I agree with Casal’s interpretation of Elizabeth’s laughter as a
form of power in comparison to Lydia’s laughter as a sign of ignorance. While both Elizabeth
and Lydia’s laughter falls outside of the social norms, they are accepted quite as differently as
Austen intends. Lydia uses laughter to expose herself and her family while Austen has Elizabeth
use laughter to take back power from the patriarchal powers that be.5 As the reader, we can then
infer that Elizabeth continues to wield the control she attained during her marriage with Mr.
Darcy.
Jane Bennet and Charles Bingley
Austen not only shows the lack of fulfillment found in such improper marriages as that of
Lydia and Wickham, but she also displays a marriage that seems ideal for the time through Jane
and Bingley even if it still lacks the agency and freedom to be found in a truly equal union.
Though both individuals are not outspoken, Jane’s behavior suggests that she will remain quiet
in nature and bend to the will of her husband. Jane and Bingley’s marriage seems to do little to
cultivate the characters of either of them. While Jane receives financial stability and social status
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See Zolfagharkhani and Ramezani’s “’Gaze’ and ‘Visuality’ in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.” They, like
Casal, argue that Austen allows her female characters to regain power taken by patriarchal ideology. For them,
power is taken when Elizabeth puts herself in a place where she is not just gazed at by man but gazes herself (5).
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through the match, she remains the charmingly sweet individual she was before. She does not
advocate for herself and her affections, leading Darcy to believe her to be “without any symptom
of peculiar regard” (Austen Loc 2812). Had Bingley not sought her out for a rekindling of their
romance, Jane would have been resigned to forget her love for Bingley. Similarly, Bingley is
depicted to be the ultimate example of a gentleman of the Regency era, yet even this package is
shown to be incomplete. Mr. Bingley lacks the depth of character that can arguably only come
from the encouragement and correction brought on by a virtuous wife. This lack is evident when
he continues to seek and require Darcy’s blessing of the match at the end of the novel. Bingley
began as a rich, well-liked people-pleaser and continued as such to the end as he still desired
Darcy’s blessing to marry Jane. His marriage to Jane did not cure him of his ways or challenge
him to become something more. Bingley and Jane’s passive relationship occurs with little effort
on the part of either of them. Though this may seem a benefit, it is in the struggles that resilience
and growth are found. Darcy and Elizabeth endured such struggles throughout the novel as
Elizabeth critiqued his prideful behavior at every point. When at last Elizabeth accepts his marriage
proposal, Darcy admits his prideful, arrogant nature and says:
Such I was, from eight to eight and twenty; and such I might still have been but for you,
dearest, loveliest Elizabeth! What do I not owe you! You taught me a lesson, hard indeed
at first, but most advantageous. By you, I was properly humbled. (Loc 5223)
Darcy would not have grown as a person if it were not for the struggles and criticism he received
from Elizabeth. Here again we see the influence of Wollstonecraft on Austen. Wollstonecraft’s
ideology requires that both men and women reach their full potential which is not possible
without such struggles brought on by Elizabeth’s boldness in defying social norms and speaking
her mind.
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An important reason that the relationships between Darcy and Elizabeth and Bingley and
Jane are not the same is because of the characters of the women. Where Elizabeth is outspoken,
Jane is quiet and docile. Even when Elizabeth contemplates her sister’s new attachment, she:
considered with pleasure that it was not likely to be discovered by the world in
general, since Jane united with great strength of feeling, a composure of temper
and a uniform cheerfulness of manner, which would guard her from the
suspicions of the impertinent. (Austen Loc 305)
Through such reflections from Jane’s closest sister, Austen uses Jane to represent the ideal
woman of the Regency era whose power comes from her gentleness and beauty as opposed to
her mind. Where Jane’s beauty and reserve recommends her to any man, I argue that Austen
shows the need for more agency and voice to be included as a means for the woman to be a true
partner to her husband. Mr. Bingley shows himself to be easily persuaded and guided, and
therefore requires a woman who is willing to be a voice of reason so that he does not follow the
advice of those with bad intentions. Elizabeth is that voice of reason to Darcy in a way that
Jane’s reserved disposition does not allow her to be to Bingley. Such a lack prevents Jane and
Bingley’s marriage from truly representing the ideal marriage based on equality and betterment
of each other that is evident in Elizabeth and Darcy’s relationship.
Jane’s quiet disposition is also called into question by the sisters’ friend Charlotte Lucas
who argues that a more active and exaggerated approach is necessary to secure Bingley’s
affections for Jane. Charlotte informs Elizabeth that “in nine cases out of ten, a woman had
better show more affection than she feels. Bingley likes your sister undoubtedly; but he may
never do more than like her, if she does not help him on” (Austen Loc 313). Elizabeth responds
that such a scheme would not lead to the marriage that Jane is after, but is instead used to secure
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“a rich husband, or any husband” (Austen Loc 313). Jane “is not acting by design” and therefore
does not need to rely on her ability to oversell her affection to win Bingley’s heart.
As Jane and Bingley’s attachment continues to grow, his sisters and Mr. Darcy become
alarmed at his potential union to the Bennet family and the chaos and potential impropriety that
follows them. His sisters, providing yet another example of society’s relegation of women to
manipulative tactics, convince him to abandon his attachment to Jane and move to the city for
the winter. Bingley is susceptible to such manipulation and leaves Jane clueless about the family
politics guiding his departure. Jane works to reason away his departure by informing Elizabeth
that their attachment was not “more than an error of fancy on my [her] side, and that it has done
no harm to anyone but myself [herself]” (Austen Loc 1946). As opposed to assuming agency
over the situation by means of determining Bingley’s feelings, Jane forces herself to be content
to see him as a memory. She assures Elizabeth that “He may live in my [her] memory as the
most amiable man of my [her] acquaintance, but that is all” (Austen Loc 1943). At this point in
the novel, both Jane and Mr. Bingley lack the agency to determine their own desires and to act
on them. If Jane was willing to assert herself like Elizabeth, Austen’s ideal female character,
then such manipulative tactics on the part of the Bingley sisters and Darcy would not have
worked.
Upon Bingley’s eventual return to Longbourn, he immediately proposes to Jane who
quickly accepts. Their path to marriage does not grow Mr. Bingley’s character as he only
returned after Mr. Darcy cleared the way with his lessened dislike for the Bennet family. There
was no moment of change where Bingley’s character is strengthened or where Jane speaks up for
herself and demands respect and answers from him. The relationship does result in a marriage
that is seen as ideal for the day, but Austen’s critique of such a marriage is evident when
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comparing their relationship to Elizabeth and Darcy’s in which both characters evolve into better
versions of themselves due to the relationship. Here Austen argues that the goal of a marriage is
not just financial security, social stability, or even happiness, but also to educate and better each
other.
Charlotte Lucas and William Collins
Similar to her depiction of Jane and Mr. Bingley, Austen establishes Charlotte and Mr.
Collins to act as a foil to Elizabeth’s eventual relationship with Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth seeks
marriage based on mutual respect and love while Charlotte closely represents the norm of the
time: marry for financial and social security. Charlotte’s goal for marriage is to secure her future
and not to find joy in a companion. An example of this is when she tells Elizabeth, “It is better to
know as little as possible of the defects of the person with whom you are to pass your life”
(Austen Loc 333). Charlotte would rather see the downfalls of her spouse after the decision has
been made and retreat is not an option. This attitude is quite the opposite of Elizabeth who
refuses to settle down with anyone she does not respect and goes even further by refusing to
accept Darcy’s proposal until he is cured of his prideful, arrogant nature. When refusing Darcy’s
first proposal, Elizabeth addresses his qualities that she finds unacceptable when she says:
From the very beginning—from the first moment, I may almost say,—of my
acquaintance with you, your manners, impressing me with the fullest belief of your
arrogance, your conceit, and your selfish disdain for the feelings of others, were such as
to form the groundwork of disapprobation on which succeeding events have built so
immovable a dislike; and I had not known you a month before I felt that you were the last
man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed on to marry. (Loc 2750-2762)
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Not only is Elizabeth determined to see all of Darcy’s qualities before agreeing to marry him, but
she is adamant in his need to change to conform to her standard of moral character.
Elizabeth believes Charlotte’s statements of practicality to be a joke and tells her, “You
would never act in this way yourself” (Austen Loc 333). This point here is important as
Charlotte goes on to marry the man that Elizabeth deems the most embarrassing and ignorant of
every marriageable man she has ever met. When introducing Mr. Collins, the narrator writes:
Mr. Collins was not a sensible man, and the deficiency of nature had been but little
assisted by education or society; the greatest part of his life having been spent under the
guidance of an illiterate and miserly father; and though he belonged to one of the
universities, he had merely kept the necessary terms, without forming at it any useful
acquaintance. (Loc 1019)
From his initial introduction, Austen ensures that the reader finds Mr. Collins to be
ignorant and devoid of anything that constitutes a man of dignified character. His ability to
conform to societal standards was lacking as he felt he was above the norms of society. Mr.
Collins takes it upon himself to introduce himself to Mr. Darcy at a party, something that Mrs.
Bennet would not have even dared to do as previously shown through her insistence that Mr.
Bennet makes the introduction to Mr. Bingley. He goes against Elizabeth’s advice as “Elizabeth
tried hard to dissuade him from such a scheme; assuring him that Mr. Darcy would consider his
addressing him without an introduction as an impertinent freedom, rather than a compliment to
his aunt” (Austen Loc 1431). Mr. Collins’ refusal to heed Elizabeth’s advice cements Elizabeth’s
negative impression of him. As is evident through her eventual relationship with Darcy,
Elizabeth’s feminist ideals demand a man who, at minimum, will be willing to listen to her
instead of forcing her into a position of dependency and subservience.
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The rift between Mr. Collins and Elizabeth resurfaces again when Mr. Collins takes it
upon himself to propose to Elizabeth. Collins believes this act to be one “of amends-or
atonement-for inheriting their father’s estate; and he thought it an excellent one, full of eligibility
and suitableness, and excessively generous and disinterested on his own part” (Austen Loc
1029). What he believes to be a thoughtful gesture hinging on charity, Elizabeth finds to be an
insult of the deepest magnitude. Upon attempting to politely refuse Mr. Collins, Elizabeth is
offended when Collins likens her to women who “reject the addresses of the man whom they
secretly mean to accept, when he first applies to their favour” (Austen Loc 1572). This desire to
manipulate and twist the narrative enrages an Elizabeth who is determined to have her voice be
heard in a man’s world. Such an accusation also alludes to the idea of women being weaker and
fickle minded. Elizabeth displays her obstinate determination by stating,
Your hope is rather an extraordinary one after my declaration. I do assure you that I am
not one of those young ladies (if such young ladies there are) who are so daring as to risk
their happiness on the chance of being asked a second time. I am perfectly serious in my
refusal. -You could not make me happy, and I am convinced that I am the last woman in
the world who would make you so. (Austen Loc 1572)
Elizabeth’s response is of interest from a feminist perspective as she introduces a theme
that was not present in Mr. Collins proposal: happiness. Mr. Collins was uninterested in his
ability to make Elizabeth happy, but instead focused on what society at that time said was of
importance: money and connection. He was set to inherit the Bennet estate upon the death of Mr.
Bennet, and therefore saw himself to be the key to the security of the family as a whole. By
offering marriage to Elizabeth, he felt there was no way he could be refused as he was the heir of
all that the family possessed. Elizabeth’s disregard for this fact and obstinate refusal of Mr.
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Collins is the most blatant portrayal of Austen’s feminist agenda in Pride and Prejudice.
Elizabeth goes against the will of her mother who insists that “Lizzy shall be brought to reason”
(Austen Loc 1618). Elizabeth’s refusal to obey her mother contrasts the two characters as Mrs.
Bennet fails to meet Wollstonecraft’s idea of the rational woman, and Elizabeth’s agency and
desire for happiness are arguably what Wollstonecraft sees as rational behavior.
An interesting outcome of this failed marriage proposal lies in the responses of Mr. and
Mrs. Bennet. Mrs. Bennet, fearful of the financial ruin of her and her daughters, demands that
Elizabeth reconsider and accept the proposal or risk losing her mother’s affection forever. Upon
bringing Mr. Bennet into the discussion, Mr. Bennet declares: “From this day you must be a
stranger to one of your parents.—Your mother will never see you again if you do not marry Mr.
Collins, and I will never see you again if you do” (Austen Loc 1630). Austen takes this
opportunity to offer insight into the continuation of such misogynistic practices. In Deborah
Kaplan’s Jane Austen Among Women, Kaplan argues that women “consented to their own
subordination because domestic femininity was inextricably connected to high social status”
(51). Austen illustrates this consent as Mrs. Bennet attempts to impose such restrictive practices
of loveless marriage and womanly subordination upon Elizabeth, an indication that she herself
was taught this by her father, in such a way that Mr. Bennet, the symbol of patriarchal control, is
unwilling to attempt.
Mrs. Bennet demanded that her daughter accept such an absurd man’s proposal simply
because it was what she was trained to believe a woman should do. Yet Mr. Bennet, the
supposed family leader of such patriarchal practices, believed that Elizabeth’s refusal was one of
common sense and decency, more indicators of her inclusion as one of Wollstonecraft’s rational
women, and supported his daughter. Such support also shines light on Mr. Bennet’s level of
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carelessness, what could even be described as callous neglect, in relation to his disregard for his
daughters’ financial futures as he lacks the urgency his wife possesses to see them married.
Austen uses this situation to critique the reality that not only are women being forced into a
second-class role, but that the women of the previous generation were the ones leading the way.
Such a commentary is very progressive for her time and further illustrates her desire to use her
novels to express her feminist ideas.
Upon being refused by Elizabeth, Mr. Collins quickly comes to terms with his
embarrassment and proposes to Charlotte Lucas. To Elizabeth’s complete astonishment, this
marriage of convenience is immediately accepted by her friend. Austen makes it clear that the
match is based solely on Charlotte’s desire to have financial stability when she writes:
The stupidity with which he was favoured by nature, must guard his courtship from any
charm that could make a woman wish for its continuance; and Miss Lucas, who accepted
him solely from the pure and disinterested desire of an establishment, cared not how soon
that establishment was gained. (Loc 1788)
Such a quote exemplifies Mr. Collins’ inability to be a pleasing beau as well as Charlotte’s
pragmatic stance on engagement and matrimony. To Elizabeth’s surprise, Charlotte does not
have lofty ambitions of marrying for love but views marriage as more of an agreement for
arranging security.
Charlotte’s pragmatic view on marriage is strikingly different from Elizabeth’s forward
thinking desires for marital unions. In “Charlotte and Elizabeth: Multiple Modernities in Jane
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice,” Melina Moe focuses on Charlotte’s pragmatic view and suggests
that Charlotte may have not been settling in her match with Mr. Collins as Elizabeth believes
when she first hears of their engagement. Instead, Charlotte may have had a completely different
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expectation of marriage more typical of the time-period as “Charlotte neither asks for nor
receives the kind of marriage Elizabeth demands for herself” (Moe 1077). Whereas Austen
shows Elizabeth desiring a more progressive marriage built on mutual affection and equality,
Charlotte acts as a foil to represent the more typical matrimonial desires of women during the
Regency period in England. I argue that Austen advocates for an increase in marriages like
Elizabeth’s by showing the possible negative outcome of marriages of convenience like
Charlotte’s:
When explaining her acceptance of Mr. Collins to Elizabeth, Charlotte says
I hope you will be satisfied with what I have done. I am not romantic you know. I never
was. I ask only a comfortable home; and considering Mr. Collins’s character,
connections, and situation in life, I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him
is as fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state. (Loc 1839)
This scene exemplifies how Austen appeals to the twenty-first century woman as it displays “the
costs of such a system of individuation” (Moe 1076) as Charlotte receives the benefits of
marriage at a cost to her own personal happiness. As Elizabeth is Austen’s character most
imbued with feminist ideals, Elizabeth is unable to understand such reasoning as Charlotte’s and
leaves the conversation with regret for her friend:
Charlotte the wife of Mr. Collins, was a most humiliating picture!—And to the pang of a
friend disgracing herself and sunk in her esteem, was added the distressing conviction
that it was impossible for that friend to be tolerably happy in the lot she had chosen. (Loc
1847)
Charlotte’s acceptance of the proposal is Austen’s way of showing the ideological
differences between Charlotte and Elizabeth. As Austen’s most prominent feminist heroine,
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Elizabeth is searching for a relationship that doesn’t just fulfill her financial and social needs, but
challenges her intellectually, offers her a place of equality and love, and pushes her to grow as a
person. This way of viewing marriage was ahead of its time as it would not become prevalent in
English society until many decades after Austen’s death. Charlotte’s subservience to the
patriarchal paradigm is evident as she is solely concerned with securing her financial future. To
Charlotte, marriage is an inevitable tool that women must use in order to be provided for; often it
is not important who the man is as long as he can provide. By setting Elizabeth and Charlotte
beside each other, Austen emphasizes the painfulness of such matches. Her depiction of such an
exaggeratedly foolish and unpleasant character as Mr. Collins as well as Charlotte’s apathy
makes Austen’s point clear: the patriarchal marriage is unfulfilling to the woman.
When Elizabeth visits Charlotte and Mr. Collins after they wed, Charlotte’s lack of
fulfillment from her marriage is evident as she often “wisely did not hear” (Loc 2241) her
husband as a means of sparing herself the embarrassment of his words. However, Mr. Collins'
character is completed through his marriage. Is this Austen saying that marriages built on
patriarchal principles inevitably cause lack of fulfillment for the women? Mr. Collins lacks the
common sense necessary to secure any respect of his own; therefore, his situation is based
entirely on the merit he receives from his connections to both Lady Catherine DeBourgh as well
as his new wife. Although he is a man, he needs validation from members of the upper classes
around him, both male and female. His connection with Charlotte shows that despite his
questionable character, he is eventually able to make a wise decision when choosing a spouse.
His connections with Lady Catherine DeBourgh show that he is well connected to power and
fortune. Considering these things, it is evident that the small claim Mr. Collins has in society is
due to his connection with others instead of any merit he has attained himself. Mr. Collins’
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situation gives Austen the ability to mock the idea of patriarchal marriage as it is intended to give
women their status, yet it can be argued that his marriage is more advantageous to Mr. Collins
than to his wife.
Charlotte does not receive much fulfillment from the match. She gains income and
stability but loses all respect in the eyes of those around her. Her loss of respect is evident as
Elizabeth, her best friend, finds that she “could never address her without feeling that all the
comfort of intimacy was over” (Austen Loc 2107). Elizabeth’s inability to understand her
friend’s actions in being tied to a man described as “not sensible” and having “a deficiency of
nature” (Loc 1018) causes her to lose respect and lose the level of closeness that their
relationship had. This critique of marrying for money portrays Austen as a progressive thinker in
terms of matrimony. Pride and Prejudice exhibits Charlotte marrying for money, what little Mr.
Collins had, and ending up with a tainted reputation as being married to a fool. Conversely, the
novel shows Elizabeth refusing to marry for Mr. Collins’ money and yet ending up with a
marriage built on equality, education, and respect that happens to also bring with it a large
fortune and high social status.
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice offers a variety of examples of common and uncommon
marriages in England during the regency era. However, only one of these marriages is shown to
be truly fulfilling, and that is the relationship between Elizabeth and Darcy. Their relationship is
shown to be fulfilling through the comparison of it to the other relationships found within the
novel. The marriages depicted throughout the novel range from forward thinking mutual love
and admiration to the common marriages built on social advantage and/or survival for the
woman. However, Austen shows the reader that an ideal match involves character growth,
specifically from the man. At the beginning of the novel, Darcy is cold and full of pride, and
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Elizabeth is judgmental. Through their interactions, Darcy’s walls come down and he admits the
error of his ways as he was raised “to be selfish and overbearing, to care for none beyond my
[his] own family circle, to think meanly of all the rest of the world, to wish at least to think
meanly of their sense and worth compared with my [his] own” (Austen Loc 5223). Darcy would
not have had these realizations if not for his relationship with Elizabeth.
Through comparing Elizabeth to the other female characters in the novel, it is clear that
Austen intended Elizabeth to be a unique example of female agency and the ability to control
those in authority around her. In “The Impact of the Feminist Heroine: Elizabeth in Pride and
Prejudice,” Hui-Chan Chang writes, “Elizabeth’s ability to exert positive influence over one of
society’s most affluent men, Mr. Darcy, offers evidence for a feminist ability to subvert the
male-dominated society of Regency England” (76). Chang compares Elizabeth’s character to
those of Caroline, Charlotte, and Jane in order to show that Austen used Elizabeth to express
feminist ideals. A strong argument is made in relation to a discussion between Caroline,
Elizabeth and Darcy as to what constitutes an accomplished woman. Caroline, representing a foil
to Elizabeth’s character, states, “A woman must have a thorough knowledge of music, singing,
drawing, dancing, and the modern languages, to deserve the word” (Austen Loc 576). Darcy
takes this further by stating that a woman must also be well read to earn the title of
accomplished. Chang argues that this addition addresses the need for women to be educated
(Chang 79). This is a forward-thinking notion for Darcy as it illustrates his opinion that women
should receive a solid education; however Elizabeth refutes the need to be well read in order to
be an accomplished woman as “education for women at the time was dependent upon social class
and wealth, and thus an unfair standard by which to judge all women” (Chang 79).
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Elizabeth’s open disagreement with Darcy’s opinions represents Austen’s feminist
ideology as Caroline seeks to do nothing but please Darcy through her replies. “Caroline’s
fixation on gaining Mr. Darcy’s attention by tempering her own opinions is a principal portrayal
of the assumption that a woman’s primary goal is obtaining an affluent husband” (Chang 79).
Elizabeth’s refusal to accept society’s standards of an accomplished woman causes Caroline to
feel that she, along with the patriarchal depiction of femininity that she stands for, is being
attacked. Her response is to attempt to “other” Elizabeth by stating that she is not one of them
and “is [not] one of those young ladies who seek to recommend themselves to the other sex, by
undervaluing their own” (Austen Loc 586). In truth, Caroline’s conformity into the patriarchal
society that belittles the education of women is proven to undervalue her sex. Through depicting
characters like Caroline and Elizabeth in a confrontation such as this, Austen gives herself ample
room to display her feminist ideals through her protagonist.
Therefore, these relationships are key to understanding the first-wave feminist agenda
that Austen set out to accomplish within her text. Mrs. Bennet and her interactions with her
husband act as an interpretation of Wollstonecraft’s uneducated woman at a later stage in their
marriage where Lydia and Wickham are an example at the beginning of the relationship. Bingley
and Jane represent a relationship that is seen as ideal, but which lacks the self-reflection that
leads to a strengthening of character. Charlotte and Mr. Collins’ marriage represents the socially
accepted, patriarchal concept that a woman is subordinate to men and must search out a marriage
as a means of financial and social stability. Although all of these relationships offer great
critiques of societal norms, it is only when they are read alongside one another and contrasted to
Elizabeth and Darcy’s relationship and character transformations that we see how they evidence
Austen’s feminist ideology. Whereas the men in the novel have access to the power that their
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position and sex grant them, “the men in Pride and Prejudice are essentially set up—to
surrender, to misuse, to fail to realize the power that is their cultural legacy” (Newton 32). The
power vacuum that is created due to their lack of wielding what they are given is filled by
Elizabeth:
But to allow a nineteenth-century heroine to get away with being critical and
challenging- especially about male power and feminine submission - is still to rebel, no
matter how charmingly that heroine may be represented, no matter how safe her rebellion
is made to appear. (Newton 35)
Austen’s focus on Elizabeth and her relationship with Darcy, while also depicting several
other relationships in various states, reinforces her desire to bring change to the patriarchal
society. Had Austen merely written Elizabeth’s love story as the singular relationship within the
novel, we as the readers would have missed out on the depth of the point Austen was making. It
is when Elizabeth’s progressive relationship is compared to more stereotypical relationships for
the time that it stands out as the superior attachment. Throughout the novel, Austen brings
Wollstonecraft’s ideas to life through giving a name and story to the women, both stereotypical
and progressive, that Wollstonecraft outlines in her texts.
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Chapter 2: Feminism in Emma
As we have seen, Elizabeth Bennet pushes the boundaries of the middle-class patriarchal
society of Regency England through her determination to marry for love and to attain mutual
respect. Similar to Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice, Emma in Jane Austen’s novel of the same
name, shows herself to be outspoken, headstrong, and willing to step outside of the patriarchal
expectations of women during the time period. However, Emma, unlike Elizabeth, does not have
the pressure to marry. Austen describes Emma’s freedom early on when Emma tells Harriet
about her decision to not marry. As Emma explains,
I have none of the usual inducements of women to marry. Were I to fall in love, indeed,
it would be a different thing! But I never have been in love: it is not my way or my
nature; and I do not think I ever shall. And, without love, I am sure I should be a fool to
change such a situation as mine. (86)
The ability to refuse marriage altogether was an infrequent occurrence for women in Austen’s
Regency period. In fact, Wendy Moffat argues in her article “Identifying with Emma: Problems
for the Feminist Reader” that Emma’s character is so unrealistic for the time period that the
reader must either accept the idea of Emma’s story or the history of the time period as the two of
these ideas are contradictory (48). While I argue that Moffat exaggerates the uniqueness of
Emma’s position, the freedom and clout that Emma possessed was certainly uncommon in
comparison to the norm of most women living in Regency England. Despite these questions as to
the historical legitimacy of an independent woman such as Emma, Moffat reflects that “Emma
seems to be the character most equipped to contemplate and to act upon the fullness of her
feminine identity” (Moffat 46). Here Moffat refers to “feminine identity” as the desire for love,
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respect, and purpose—desires that were felt by all Regency women but unable to be satisfied by
most.
More than any of Austen’s other heroines, Emma has the disposition, fueled by the
ability, to enjoy an exceptional level of agency and freedom. Through comparing Emma’s plight
to the other female characters in the novel, as well as her relationship with Mr. Knightley to the
other relationships found within the text, I argue that it becomes evident that Austen sought to
show the story of a woman less constricted by the demands of patriarchal society and how she
navigated such freedom. In the freedom that Emma possesses, the reader can recognize aspects
of Wollstonecraft’s ideal woman. Even in the instances where Emma appears to be lacking, her
desire to improve herself through listening to her harshest critic, Mr. Knightley, means that she
still exemplifies the drive to self-improvement at the heart of Wollstonecraft’s progressive
ideology. Characters including Mrs. Weston, Jane Fairfax, Harriet Smith, Miss Bates and Mrs.
John Knightley work to form Jane Austen’s critique of how women of her period were treated
and the need for equality to come to better the lives of her sex. Emma’s resolve not to marry
without love is similar to that of Elizabeth Bennet’s. However, Emma has the financial support
to be able to wait for love and equality in marriage whereas Elizabeth risks more in sticking to
these ideals; she really must marry to save her family and herself from destitution.
Jane Austen’s attachment to the character of Emma adds an additional level of the
complexity that must be examined when looking at the novel. Eugene Goodheart goes so far as
to argue that Emma served as a form of surrogate to Austen as she was able to articulate her
satirical critiques of her society from the safety of the writer’s desk (Goodheart 598). Goodheart
is correct in her assumption given that Austen, who died a spinster, has Emma state her desire to
remain single unless love was found. As Emma found all that she was looking for in Mr.
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Knightley and married, I argue that Austen used Emma’s character to idealize her own desires
and future. Emma’s character embraces Austen’s belief in marriage for love and follows through
as she refuses marriage until she realizes her love for Mr. Knightley. Through their union,
Austen idealizes the outcome of her beliefs—and perhaps her own personal desires—about love
and marriage.
Emma Woodhouse proves to be an intricate character when read through the lens of Mary
Wollstonecraft’s feminist theory. While Emma appears to be the idealized example of the
autonomous woman in Regency England, she is still playing very much within the boundaries of
the patriarchal society. Society affords her these advantages. Moffat writes:
Admiring Emma puts feminist readers in a political bind. Since those qualities which we
respect in Emma---those qualities which foster the illusion of her independence---are
afforded by beauty, wealth, and social class, we are forced into a galling complicity with
patriarchal values. (46)
Emma’s freedom is very much dependent on the patriarchal society that she finds herself in,
which further exemplifies Austen’s pattern of having her heroines push the boundaries from
within the oppressive patriarchy as opposed to attempting to step outside of it. While I agree with
Moffat, it is important to keep in mind the historical perspective as those who would align
themselves with feminist thought during the time did not see themselves in the “political bind”
that we would today. Feminism then was more focused on seeking an education and voice in the
public sphere than on dismantling the broader structure of patriarchy. I argue that the feminists
of the time would be more concerned with reinforcing independence than critiquing its origin.
Austen’s goal was not to flip over the table of patriarchy, but to add a seat at that table for
women to be recognized.
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Despite Emma having many qualities that prove her to be a feminist character both of and
before her time, she can also be critiqued for lacking certain qualities corresponding to Mary
Wollstonecraft’s ideal “clever woman.” Wollstonecraft argues for the need for equal education
for women so that they will be true partners to their husbands and so they will have the ability to
run the household and raise children to be clever individuals. Yet, Emma’s inability to interpret
social cues accurately or see beyond her own personal desires shows her to lack this level of
cleverness that Wollstonecraft requires of her feminist woman. An example of Emma’s inability
to read social cues correctly is found in all of the ways that she mistakes Mr. Elton’s actions as
his admission of love for Harriet rather than for herself. Even the narrator describes Mr. Elton’s
presence as a sign of his attachment to Emma when she says,
By Mr. Elton, a young man living alone without liking it, the privilege of exchanging any
vacant evening of his own blank solitude for the elegancies and society of Mr.
Woodhouse’s drawing-room, and the smiles of his lovely daughter, was in no danger of
being thrown away. (33)
His desire to spend his spare evenings at Hartfield preceded Harriet’s relationship with Emma,
yet Emma chooses to not see this when she attributes his frequent visits to his desire to see
Harriet. Eugene Goodheart writes, “If the capacity for accurate interpretation is a sign of
intelligence, Emma seems to fail the intelligence test again and again, despite the “cleverness”
that Austen attributes to her” (Goodheart 590). Are her social missteps indicative of her lack of
education or do they exemplify the need for her character to be balanced out by a more
discerning party: Mr. Knightley?
A strong feminist critique of Emma can be found in the patriarchal union between Mr.
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Knightley, the older mentor, and Emma, the young one in need of correction. This marriage does
indeed place the plot well within the boundaries of patriarchal society, yet this arguably shows a
strength and intelligence in Emma as she realizes her need for correction. After they are engaged,
Emma owns her need for his criticism when she tells him, “But I had the assistance of all your
endeavours to counteract the indulgence of other people. I doubt whether my own sense would
have corrected me without it” (479). Emma’s adherence to Knightley’s input and realization of her
need for it separates her from true ignorance. The ignorant woman of Wollstonecraft’s writings
who seeks for nothing but marriage and security is not to be found in Emma as she clearly lives
alone yet realizes her need for a mentor and willingly (most of the time) accepts the criticism of
Mr. Knightley. Austen creates Emma as a woman with agency who chooses marriage and
partnership as a means of bettering herself and her own life. Within this choice lies Austen’s intent
as she creates a character who realizes her imperfections by the end of the novel and has the
intellect to seek out feedback in order to improve herself.
Emma pushes the boundaries of the patriarchal society she finds herself in through her
relationship with Mr. Knightley. Both Emma and Darcy end up marrying their harshest critics,
yet Emma pushes the boundaries of this union in such a way that exemplifies a desire for the
furthering of feminist ideas on the part of Austen. One such example is shown through Emma’s
caretaking of her elderly father, a relationship resonant with Darcy’s role as caretaker to his
younger sister. When agreeing to marry Knightley, Emma fears leaving her father alone.
Knightley quickly counters with an offer to move in with her and her father for the foreseeable
future. This move flips the standard of the woman losing her original self to become immersed in
the life of her husband. Here, Mr. Knightley is, albeit temporarily, relinquishing such an act of
control and becoming a subservient caretaker in order to attain the woman he loves (Overmann
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227). Such a step also shows the need for men to be so secure in their manhood that they are
willing to sacrifice the power they have for love. Mr. Knightley is aware of his power and
influence despite where he resides and is therefore able to compromise with Emma in such a way
that exemplifies the ideal man in Wollstonecraft ideology.
Another aspect of their relationship that would interest the feminist reader of Emma, or
those who accurately perceive the feminist subtlety, is the nature in which Emma communicates
with Mr. Knightley as “she sees herself as a man’s equal” and tells Knightley that “we always
say what we like to one another” (Austen 8). Despite the fact that Mr. Knightley is twenty-one
years her senior and has constructed a relationship built on giving her parental advice as he “was
one of the few people who could see faults in Emma Woodhouse” (Austen 8), Emma creates an
atmosphere where she feels capable of speaking freely with him in a way that was not common
for relationships of the time.
Escape from Servitude: Miss Fairfax and Mrs. Weston
Jane Austen’s Emma can be read as a feminist text not only on account of its heroine, but
also in light of the portrayal of the women around the titular heroine. One such example is that of
Jane Fairfax. Jane Fairfax is an orphaned girl who is rescued from the fate of growing up with
her impoverished grandmother and aunt. Austen makes a point in her text to clarify that Jane was
taken for the purpose of giving her an education so that “she should be brought up for educating
others; the very few hundred pounds which she inherited from her father making independence
impossible” (Austen 493). Wollstonecraft’s idea of educating women is evident here, but only as
far as necessary to allow Jane the opportunity to financially provide for herself and pay it
forward through educating others. To be poor and to be a woman means that her options are to
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marry well or to work for a living in some way such as becoming a governess, one of the few
jobs available to middle-class women.
Though destined to a life of servitude if she did not marry, Jane Fairfax is described as a
woman of beauty and elegance. Despite her endearing appearance, Emma found that “she could
never get acquainted with her: she did not know how it was, but there was such coldness and
reserve—such apparent indifference whether she pleased or not” (Austen 168). To Emma, whose
daily entertainment relies on gossip and conversation, Jane’s refusal to give information about
Mr. Churchill to Emma when asked is unforgivable. Emma’s desire for friendship is to find
sources of information and entertainment, and as Jane refuses to provide this, she is of no use to
Emma. As I have shown, women in Emma’s society were raised with the focus of pleasing
others so as to procure an advantageous marriage. As Jane believed that she was already
sentenced to the life of servitude as a governess and that her position prevented her from making
a match, she did not feel compelled to develop a friendly disposition and engage in the gossip
that Emma desires. This difference in goals is what makes Jane so off-putting to Emma.
Jane Fairfax’s financial dilemma puts her in rivalry with Emma, although Emma does not
realize it, as Emma momentarily sets her eyes on Mr. Churchill who, it turns out, has his eyes on
Jane Fairfax. When Mr. Churchill and Jane Fairfax’s secret engagement is revealed, even Emma
pities her as she states, “If a woman can ever be excused for thinking only of herself, it is in a
situation like Jane Fairfax’s” (Austen 619). Here Emma alludes to Jane’s dilemma of accepting a
secret marriage proposal from a man of little stability and no income, at least until Mrs.
Churchill passes, with his hopes of then being honored and his financial security being restored.
But because being a governess was seen as so undesirable, Jane Fairfax’s secret engagement is
seen by Emma as at least understandable.
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Patrick McGraw articulates the negative connotations associated with being a governess
when he writes,
In order to comprehend Jane Fairfax’s reluctance to become a governess, one needs a
sense not only of what it means to be a governess in Austen’s day but also of the
precarious nature of that existence. To prepare their children, both academically and
socially, for their roles in the future, the upper classes need someone like themselves. The
proper lady, by definition doesn’t work. (222)
A governess was not a servant, but also not a woman of the house and therefore did not acquire
the respect that went along with such a position as wife or daughter. The job was to educate the
future upper class and when the governess did not have the ability to do so, she was turned out
and left to her own devices.
Interestingly, Austen depicts another governess within the novel who succeeds in
escaping the work of the underprivileged woman: Mrs. Weston. Mrs. Weston, formerly Miss
Taylor, was the beloved governess of Emma and her sister during their formative years: “Sixteen
years had Miss Taylor been in Mr. Woodhouse’s family, less as a governess than a friend, very
fond of both daughters, but particularly of Emma” (Austen 409). Upon Miss Taylor’s marriage
to Mr. Weston, she levels up in the societal hierarchy as she is no longer a working woman, but
instead is a wife of a man of some means and position. Mr. Knightley articulates this point when
he tells the grieving Woodhouses,
It is impossible that Emma should not miss such a companion. We should not like her so
well as we do, sir, if we could suppose it. But she knows how much the marriage is to
Miss Taylor’s advantage; she knows how very acceptable it must be at Miss Taylor’s
time of life to be settled in a home of her own, and how important to her to be secure of a
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comfortable provision, and therefore cannot allow herself to feel so much pain as
pleasure. Every friend of Miss Taylor must be glad to have her so happily married. (412)
Interestingly enough, Knightley’s list of all of the benefits Mrs. Weston gains through the match
does not include a love for her husband or vice versa. The exclusion of love allows Austen to
differentiate Mrs. Weston from Emma as she has to look at the match as a financial gain as
opposed to one of admiration where Emma refuses to marry for anything but love.
Similar to Charlotte in Pride and Prejudice, Mrs. Weston and Jane Fairfax seek marriage
to find financial and social stability, yet Austen desires the reader to believe that Mrs. Weston
and Fairfax are able to find both security and love in their matches. I argue that there might be
more similarities between Jane Fairfax’s match and Charlotte’s marriage with Mr. Collins as
both women appear to be significantly more mature and self-aware than their spouses. Whereas
Mr. Churchill is more socially acceptable than Mr. Collins, Churchill’s arrogant and selfcentered
nature leaves much to be improved on. The most important difference between Mr.
Collins and Churchill is that Austen depicts Churchill as having the ability to change. Mr.
Knightley, Churchill’s strongest critic, believes that he can change for the better when he tells
Emma,
He has had great faults, faults of inconsideration and thoughtlessness; and I am very
much of his opinion in thinking him likely to be happier than he deserves: but still as he
is, beyond a doubt, really attached to Miss Fairfax, and will soon, it may be hoped, have
the advantage of being constantly with her, I am very ready to believe his character will
improve, and acquire from hers the steadiness and delicacy of principle that it wants.
(464)
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Here it is clear that Mr. Knightley believes that Churchill’s selfish nature can be cured through
the positive influence of Miss Fairfax. Therefore, the match will provide financial and social
stability for Jane while improving Churchill’s character overall. Such a match that is
advantageous to both parties is more in line with Wollstonecraft’s idea of the ideal marriage than
Mr. Collins and Charlotte’s as it does not appear that their union makes Mr. Collins any less
insufferable.
Despite the happy ending (at least in socioeconomic terms) for Mrs. Weston, Mr.
Woodhouse does not see the match in such a positive light. As the match is being discussed
among Knightley, Emma, and himself, Mr. Woodhouse interjects many times his pity for her:
“Poor Miss Taylor!–I wish she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr. Weston ever thought of
her!” (Austen Loc 115). Mr. Woodhouse as a man of means must surely see the benefit of the
match, yet he continues to refer to her by her maiden name and pity her attachment to Mr.
Weston. This refusal to accept the change causes difficulty for the reader as it appears Mr.
Woodhouse is arguing that Mrs. Weston would be happier as an employed woman working for
his prestigious family versus marrying the widower Mr. Weston. This contradicts the aversion
Miss Fairfax feels at the possibility of having to be such a worker. Miss Fairfax would rather
marry the arrogant, self-absorbed Frank Churchill than become a governess. This preference
alludes to the different perspectives that the women had of such an occupation in comparison to
the men as Mr. Woodhouse is so far removed from the plight of the Regency era woman, that he
is selfishly unable to see the benefit of such a match for either “Miss Taylor” or Jane Fairfax.
As the women of the novel seem particularly focused on the reputations associated with
different positions within the hierarchy, it is interesting to note that Emma seems to make an
exception for Mrs. Weston as she does not look down on her role as her governess in the same
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way that she looks down on Miss Fairfax, destined for a similar fate. Emma dearly loves Mrs.
Weston and the role she played as her governess and sees her as more of a sisterly influence than
a worker in her home. As Rosetta Young states in her article, ““A Miss Taylor” and “a Mrs.
Weston” construct two competing views of her former governess: the sociable identity and the
hierarchical one” (Young). This interesting marriage allows Emma to see Mrs. Weston, the
caring individual she loves, as opposed to Mrs. Weston, the former working woman who
happened upon a match saving her from a potential fate in a poor house.
Harriet Smith
Similar to Jane Fairfax, Harriet Smith’s prospects are dismal as she is also an orphan with
little chance of making her way into higher society. Jane Fairfax was raised in luxury but was
also raised knowing what her future would hold, a life as a governess, while Harriet Smith had
no plan for herself and therefore needed to be as pleasing as possible to attempt to carve out a
life for herself suitable for her social position. Despite Harriet’s seemingly open-mindedness
about the life she wishes to create, she does not believe herself capable of securing the matches
that Emma desires for her. Prior to her friendship with Emma, Harriet was happy with her life
and did not look to climb socially. She was content with her summer with the Martins and her
conversations with Mr. Martin, a farmer, about the novels she had read. I argue that much like
Charlotte in Pride and Prejudice Harriet has created her own standards for marriage but is
forced, by Emma, to look beyond them leading to her heartbreak and confusion. Wollstonecraft’s
fight for agency is not focused on elite women deciding the futures of all women but rather on
the idea that the Harriets of the world should have agency to choose their own path and partner.
Harriet Smith is a perfect companion to bend to the will of Emma as she is “not clever”
and contains a “grateful disposition” and is “desiring to be guided by any one she looked up to”

50

(Austen 25-26). With such a persuasive personality, Emma quickly goes to work attempting to
match Harriet with someone well above her socially: Mr. Elton. To do this Emma first convinces
Harriet to break her ties with the Martin family by refusing Mr. Martin’s offer of marriage. After
Emma is successful in convincing her friend to refuse the one man who could arguably make her
happy, Emma admits her relief as she “could not have visited Mrs. Robert Martin” and would
have been unable to remain Harriet’s friend had she accepted (52). Through such a threat, Emma
clearly defines the role that the societal hierarchy plays as she would not be able to sink to the
level of friendship with a farmer’s wife. Emma’s refusal to socialize with the wife of a farmer
clearly shows the importance of marriage as it fused or broke apart societal ties.
Yet, Emma’s threatening to end their friendship if Harriet had accepted Mr. Martin’s
proposal also shows the power and control that Emma has over her friend. It appears that the
threat of the loss of Emma’s friendship leads to Harriet’s refusal of Mr. Martin as she says “Dear
Miss Woodhouse, I would not give up the pleasure and honour of being intimate with you for
any thing in the world” (52). Here Austen makes an interesting critique as Harriet puts her
intimacy with a friend over her prospects of marriage. I argue that this shows the importance of
female friendship in the time-period as such friendships were the one true place where a woman
was able to be herself and have a voice. Among men, women must be reserved and docile and
are therefore unable to voice their own beliefs and desires as they could amongst friends.
Upon hearing that Harriet refused Mr. Martin, Mr. Knightley’s frustration is made
evident as he critiques Emma’s lofty opinion of her friend and her marriage prospects. Knightley
argues that prior to Emma’s involvement, Harriet’s alliance to Mr. Martin was seen as a step up
for Harriet as
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She desired nothing better herself. Till you chose to turn her into a friend, her mind had
no distaste for her own set, nor any ambition beyond it. She was as happy as possible
with the Martins in the summer. She had no sense of superiority then. If she has it now,
you have given it. (62)
As this quote makes evident, Knightley believes that Emma has ruined Harriet’s prospects for
happiness as she is no longer satisfied with her own rank and thinks herself above them. As
Knightley, and later Mr. Elton, points out, the patriarchal society that upholds class standards in
this situation disagrees with Emma and does not find Harriet to deserve the title of a gentleman’s
daughter.
I argue that by depicting Harriet’s heartbreak when she sets her goals too high in
accordance with societal standards, Austen is showing the benefit of women having varying
approaches to marriage so as to allow individual women agency and a chance to pursue their
own standards of happiness. Emma cannot imagine that Harriet would be happy with a mere
farmer just as Elizabeth cannot imagine Charlotte being happy with an idiotic husband. The
difference here is that while Mr. Collin’s behavior makes him intolerable, there is nothing about
Mr. Martin that prevents Harriet from loving and respecting him (though Emma does not see this
until the conclusion). Yet, as I previously mentioned, Charlotte’s match with Mr. Collins shows
the possibility that women do not all aspire to the same level of intimacy in their marital lives.
Charlotte wants marriage as a means of securing her future as a respected woman, and Harriet
wants marriage for love even if it does not secure her a place in upper society. While neither of
these matches represent the idealized marriage built on mutual respect and growth that Austen
advocates for, both women eventually exert agency by making a decision for themselves. I argue
that while Austen may show an idealized match in Emma and Mr. Knightley and Elizabeth and
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Mr. Darcy, her biggest concern is ultimately with women having the agency to choose.
Miss Bates
One character who illustrates the detrimental effects of the absence of choice is Miss
Bates. Miss Bates’ fate is the one that her niece Miss Fairfax is running from and the one that
Mrs. Weston escaped: that of the poor spinster. In “No Happy Ending? At Home with Miss
Bates in Georgian England,” Amanda Vickery outlines the benefits and costs of marriage: “But
whatever the trials of marriage, spinsterhood was virtually never celebrated as a glorious escape
but rather pitied as a miserable predicament” (136). As marriage was a girl’s chance to become a
woman, have financial security, and find her place in society, the lack of marriage prevented a
woman from attaining any benefits that the male dominated society had carved out
for her.
Vickery goes on to compare Miss Bates to Jane Austen herself. The Austens belonged to
the genteel class, “made up of professional, mercantile, and manufacturing families” (134) and
Austen herself never married. Therefore, Austen’s life played out similarly to Miss Bates as she
was “the unmarried daughter of a widowed mother, dependent on familial favor” (135). This
likeness between Austen and her Miss Bates is interesting as Austen portrays Miss Bates in a
negative light and as something to be pitied, yet she herself is a “Miss Bates” of sorts. Austen
shows her pity for the character of Miss Bates when she introduces her:
Miss Bates stood in the very worst predicament in the world for having much of the
public favour; and she had no intellectual superior to make atonement for herself, or
frighten those who might hate her into outward respect. She had never boasted either
beauty or cleverness. Her youth had passed without distinction, and her middle of life
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was devoted to the care of a failing mother, and the endeavour to make a small income go
as far as possible. (19)
Whereas Amanda Vickery argues that spinsterhood was never desirable, Austen’s
beloved Emma refutes this: “I am not only, not going to be married, at present, but have very
little intention of ever marrying at all” (Austen 85). Similar to Vickery, Harriet responds with
dismay that her friend might end up like Miss Bates. Here Emma’s character arc breaks away
from the assumptions underlying Vickery’s argument. Emma explains:
That is as a formidable an image as you could present, Harriet; and if I thought I should
ever be like Miss Bates! so silly–so satisfied–so smiling–so prosing–so undistinguishing
and unfastidious–and so apt to tell every thing relative to every body but me, I would
marry to-morrow. But between us, I am convinced there never can be any likeness,
except in being unmarried. (86)
Emma refutes her ability to become like Miss Bates when she argues that it is “poverty only
which makes celibacy contemptible to a generous public” (86) and that “a single woman, of
good fortune, is always respectable, and may be as sensible and pleasant as any body else” (87).
That is, Emma refutes marriage being the only way for women to gain respectability, a belief
that pushes the boundaries of the patriarchal society around her. If she can be a respected and
revered citizen without a husband by her side, then what else was possible for women to
accomplish?
Isabella Knightley and John Knightley
In addition to her critique of the spinster, Austen also uses Emma to critique the idea of
the “ideal wife” through Emma’s sister Isabella Knightley. Where Emma begins the novel
thinking that she will never marry, her sister is already married off to Mr. Knightley’s brother,
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John Knightley before the beginning of the novel. Isabella is a loyal and doting mother and wife
whose world revolves around her family. This focus on her family prevents other aspects of her
character from being expanded on. Early on, Austen compares Emma to her when she says, “At
ten years old, she (Emma) had the misfortune of being able to answer questions which puzzled
her sister at seventeen. She was always quick and assured: Isabella slow and diffident” (36).
Such a critique of Isabella’s intelligence as a young woman is repeated when she brings her
family to visit Emma and Mr. Woodhouse:
Mrs. John Knightley was a pretty, elegant little woman, of gentle, quiet manners, and
disposition remarkably amiable and affectionate; wrapped up in her family; a devoted
wife, a doating mother, and so tenderly attached to her father and sister that, but for these
higher ties, a warmer love might have seemed impossible. She could never see a fault in
any of them. She was not a woman of strong understanding or any quickness; and with
this resemblance to her father, she inherited also much of his constitution; was delicate in
her own health, over - careful of that of her children, had many fears and many nerves,
and was as fond of her own Mr. Wingfield in town as her father could be of Mr. Perry.
(93-94)
In such a description, Isabella’s character is created to be centered on her role as mother and
wife. Austen creates this narrative by describing her infatuation with her husband and her
inability to see any wrong in him while also creating her to be dependent on him for all decisions
as she is ill equipped to make them herself.
Through the character of Isabella, Jane Austen clearly outlines the type of woman that
Wollstonecraft is critiquing. Such a woman whose life revolves around being pleasing to her
husband and caring to her children without any desire for further considerations is a stark
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contrast to Emma who does not wish to marry and be forced to give up her autonomy to focus on
such matters. Such a dedication to her children and husband can only be rivaled by the dedication
Isabella has to her father and his poor health as
the feelings of her father were so respected by Mrs. John Knightley, that in spite of
maternal solicitude for the immediate enjoyment of her little ones, and for their having
instantly all the liberty and attendance, all the eating and drinking, and sleeping and
playing, which they could possibly wish for, without the smallest delay, the children
were never allowed to be a long disturbance to him, either in themselves or in any
restless attendance of them. (93)
Isabella’s focus, even on her holiday vacation, is to be as pleasing as possible to her husband and
father while simultaneously being as loving and accommodating to her children. Such a
strenuous focus, while commendable, left no room for expanding her own character through
education or an introduction into society apart from her husband.
Isabella’s inability to consider realities outside of her own is evident when she discusses
Frank Churchill and how he was removed from his father’s home after his mother’s death to be
raised by his aunt. Despite being excited to meet the much-discussed Frank Churchill, she
argues,
There is something so shocking in a child’s being taken away from his parents and
natural home! I never could comprehend how Mr. Weston could part with him. To give
up one’s child! I really never could think well of any body who proposed such a thing to
any body else. (98)
Mrs. John Knightley views the situation of Churchill’s being removed from his home through the
only lens she has: that of a mother. Therefore, she is unable to see the potential merit behind
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such a decision. While sending one’s child away is far more rare in today’s society, parents’
inability to care for all of their children for one reason or another was a common occurrence in
Austen’s day, and moving children from one household to another happened in Austen’s own
family.
Austen’s own life shows the regularity of children being separated from parents in
infancy as she was sent away to be raised by another as a baby. According to Claire Tomalin’s
Biography Jane Austen: A Life,
Mrs. Austen’s system of child-rearing was an unusual one. She was a well-organized
woman, and her practice was to give each baby a few months at the breast as a good
start- we know from her own account that it was three months in the case of Cassandra and then hand the child over to a woman in the village to be looked after for another year
or eighteen months, until it was old enough to be easily managed at home. (Loc 218 and
230)
Whereas Austen’s critique of such cold treatment from a mother is well warranted, Isabella’s
inability to take into account the death of Mr. Weston’s wife as a reason for Frank being sent
away shows her inability to think beyond her own situation. To Isabella, there can be no worse
offense than neglecting one’s child or husband. She boasted, “I am sure nobody ought to be, or
can be, a greater advocate for matrimony than I am” (96).
Married to such a loyal wife is Mr. Knightley’s brother, Mr. John Knightley. His
character is perfectly assembled to portray the seemingly ideal patriarchal father of the age. Mr.
John Knightley is introduced as a
tall gentlemanlike, and very clever man; rising in his profession, domestic, and
respectable in his private character; but with reserved manners which prevented his being
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generally pleasing; and capable of being sometimes out of humour. He was not an illtempered man, not so often unreasonably cross as to deserve such a reproach; but his
temper was not his great perfection; and, indeed, with such a worshipping wife, it was
hardly possible that any natural defects in it should not be increased. (93)
Such a quote shows that Mrs. John Knightley’s inability to check Mr. John Knightley’s behavior
is a disadvantage to him as well as their marriage as it prevents him from growing as a person.
Throughout Emma, Austen gives us several examples of the different roles that society
had carved out for women such as spinster, mother, wife, governess, and young woman aspiring
to marriage. Austen examines these roles through a critical lens as she argues for an increase in
agency and opportunities for women in all areas. Emma’s bold personality and ability to choose
marriage as opposed to being forced into it is a breath of fresh air in a society that was centered
around the oppression of women. Through comparing Emma to the other characters in the novel,
Austen illustrates her growth in wisdom as she learns the hard way, repeatedly, how to really
attend to those around her, to use her gifts of intelligence and wealth for less deluded ends. Her
marriage to Mr. Knightley will allow Emma to keep growing as she marries her strongest critic
who strives to make her better. It is also an ideal match for Knightley who loses his
independence but gains a family in Emma and Mr. Woodhouse.
Through her depiction of Emma, Austen reimagines the role of a woman in her
society. Emma not only has the ideals of progressive thinkers like Wollstonecraft, but she also
has the fortune and social standing to uphold such ideals. Emma, unlike many of the women of
her time, did not require marriage to secure her future and therefore was able to enjoy the level
of agency that her role as woman of the home provided, without the bother of a husband.
Without the constraints of obeying a domineering male figure, as her father was sickly and not
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authoritative, Emma had access to a unique amount of freedom that gave the impression of a
perfect arrangement. Despite Emma’s ideal situation, she herself is flawed in character and in
need of Wollstonecraft’s cure of marriage: mutual accountability and criticism for the betterment
of the individuals.
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Chapter 3: False Patriarchal Dichotomies in Pride and Prejudice and Emma
Both Pride and Prejudice and Emma contain a multitude of characters and scenarios that
allow readers to situate Austen’s novels as feminist texts fighting for women’s education and
equality in marriage. Yet looking at the characteristics of many of the key characters in both
novels reveals an even deeper conversation. Regency England’s society not only relegated
women out of the public sphere and into the private sphere of the home, but it also determined
the characteristics that women could achieve based on their sex. Such a patriarchal dichotomy
required that women be “weak and passive” and “agreeable” (Wollstonecraft 83) to please their
husbands who were presumed to take on the more active and strong role.
Austen highlights such false patriarchal dichotomy at work in many of her characters
and calls into question the entire concept of strict gender dichotomies. That is, Austen
deconstructs the false patriarchal dichotomy that she sees in society around her through her
novels and the narratives of her heroines. In ““Pretty Fairly Divided Between the Sexes”: Jane
Austen on Gender,” Jenny Rebecca Rytting reflects on this deconstruction:
Austen shows throughout her novels that virtues and vices are equally available to
women and men, and that the two sexes have commensurate intellectual, emotional and
moral capacity. (59)
I argue that Austen shows the equality that Rytting outlines above through introducing the strong
gender roles associated with her society and pushing them to the point that they break. Through
critiquing such patriarchal dichotomies, Austen advocates for the reformation of marriage and
the gendered roles within it.
As Mary Wollstonecraft observes, traditionally women were expected to be docile,
beautiful and ignorant about life beyond their homes and correspondence with friends and
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family. Men were supposed to be authoritative, fiscally responsible and focus on things larger
than themselves. Yet in Wollstonecraft’s view, this inequality ultimately harms society. Austen,
following in Wollstonecraft’s footprints, questions the strict structure in place for gender norms
and argues that it is not as binary as the rigid social structure that society wishes to impose. Her
readers are forced to address the failure of rigid social structures and gender binaries when they
view characters such as Frank Churchill who contains qualities that would have been seen as
feminine and Emma Woodhouse who carries herself with a boldness of character that would
have been seen as masculine. Mr. Bingley and Harriet’s inability to stand up to their close friends
and Mr. Woodhouse and Georgiana Darcy’s dependence are also evidence of such a break in
patriarchal dichotomies as the characters' similarities push through the concept of gendered
attributes. Such a breakthrough allows Austen’s readers to determine character based on the
actual life, desire, and development of the individual as opposed to making assumptions about a
character founded on rigid gender roles and expectations of male and female behavior.
Through depictions of similar characteristics in both her male and female characters,
Austen implicitly argues for the need to view women as individuals. This characterization is
progressive insofar as it supports her argument for the overall equality of the sexes—a view that
grows out of Wollstonecraft’s argument for women’s moral virtue. Wollstonecraft argues that if
the church accepts that women have souls, then they must attain an equal level of moral
intelligence as men in order to meet their God-ordained potential (Wollstonecraft 226).
Following this argument, both sexes must have similar moral responsibilities that would impact
their characters as they develop. In this case, women as well as men are seen as deficient when
they exhibit shallow and trivial behavior despite society’s indulgence of such actions in women.
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That is, Austen’s novels encourage readers to assess moral virtue on an individual basis, not on
the basis of sex in such a way that encourages the reader to deconstruct a binary view of gender.
Emma Woodhouse and Mr. Darcy
An example of Austen shattering the boundaries of gender norms can be found when
comparing Mr. Darcy from Pride and Prejudice to Emma from Emma. In “Darcy and Emma:
Austen’s Ironic Meditation on Gender,” Lee Overmann argues that Austen sets up many of the
characters in Emma as mirrors for those in Pride and Prejudice (222). Darcy and Emma are alike
in their wealth, social standing, opinions of themselves and those around them, and expectations
for their own lives. Darcy and Emma mirror each other in several ways: both characters are not
in a position where marriage is necessary. They both take particular interest in intervening in
their close friends’ personal lives. They both expect any affection they display to be quickly and
adamantly reciprocated (223). As the main difference between the characters is their gender, this
mirroring allows Austen to examine the socially constructed differences between men and
women. As Overmann states, “Austen concludes that, as individuals, women are similar to men
in many respects, once the externals of gender have been stripped away” (225). Both of Austen’s
novels encourage the reader to determine character and moral standing through an examination
of individual behavior as opposed to assumptions about gender norms.
Mr. Darcy’s arrogance and quiet nature are seen as socially acceptable because of his role
as an affluent man in his community. For example, Mr. Bingley attempts to persuade Darcy to
dance with Elizabeth at a dance. Such an attempt is rejected as Darcy states,
She is tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me; I am in no humour at present to
give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men. You had better return
to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me. (Loc 173
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Despite the fact that this comment is cruel to Elizabeth, especially as she was able to hear it,
there is no action that can be taken against him as his position in society makes him unable to be
publicly critiqued. As opposed to Darcy being reprimanded within the text, Elizabeth’s only
option is to laugh at the insult with her friends due to her “lively, playful disposition, which
delighted in anything ridiculous” (Austen Loc 173). As the event occurred among Elizabeth’s
friends, in a social context where Darcy is seen as the outsider, Elizabeth effectively turns her
humiliation into her own amusement at Darcy’s expense.
In a similar situation, Emma is publicly cruel to Miss Bates. While playing a game at the
Box Hill picnic, Emma criticizes Miss Bates' excessive talking when she questions her ability to
mention only “three dull things” (Austen 384) in accordance with the rules of the game. Miss
Bates' response shows that the comment was received as it was intended as she says “Ah!- wellto be sure. Yes, I see what she means, (turning to Mr. Knightley,) and I will try to hold my
tongue. I must make myself very disagreeable, or she would not have said such a thing to an old
friend” (Austen 384). Her cruel treatment of someone so far beneath her socially is not ignored,
as Mr. Knightley takes the first opportunity presented to him to reprimand such a social error:
Emma, I must once more speak to you as I have been used to do: a privilege rather
endured than allowed, perhaps, but I must still use it. I cannot see you acting wrong,
without a remonstrance. How could you be so unfeeling to Miss Bates? How could you
be so insolent in your wit to a woman of her character, age, and situation?–Emma, I had
not thought it possible. (388)
Both Mr. Darcy’s situation and Emma’s take place in a social setting and involve victims
presumed to be of little consequence in society. Yet Emma’s comment toward Miss Bates is met
with an onslaught of opposition from Mr. Knightley and all Elizabeth can do to defend her honor
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is laugh behind Mr. Darcy’s back. Society would not have permitted Darcy being openly
criticized by a female in the way that Emma was criticized by Mr. Knightley for her behavior.
Such different approaches to a similar situation illustrate the patriarchal society that did not
permit women to falter without strong reproach or defend their own honor through public
confrontation. Where both characters step out of line socially, it is only Emma who is forced to
face a public chastisement for her actions.
As Darcy and Emma are very similar characters when viewing their wealth and social
rank, it would fit that they would have similar desires and needs, yet these desires are not met for
Emma as she is forced to reside within the patriarchal societal norms created for her. For
example, Darcy is permitted to travel as he desires and is busy as a landlord and with the
responsibilities that go along with being a gentleman of means in his society. Although Emma
has the same privilege of financial security, her role as a woman restricts her to a small
community and the monotonous, idle life of running a household and not being permitted to
make a name for herself outside of her social obligations (Overmann 226). To a certain extent,
Emma’s character works from within the patriarchal structure (not dissimilar to Elizabeth’s
laughter above) to push its boundaries; however, there are certain lines that she is not able to
pass.
One of the ways Emma pushes the boundaries of the patriarchal society she finds herself
in is through her relationship with Mr. Knightley. Both Emma and Darcy end up marrying their
harshest critics, yet Emma pushes the limits of this union in such a way that exemplifies
Austen’s feminism. I argue that the idea of Emma marrying Mr. Knightley, her harshest critic
and at times a fatherly figure to her, would not be considered out of place in Austen’s society.
The idea of a woman marrying a man older than her in years and perspective falls in line with
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patriarchal norms as it is a transition of authoritative power from father to husband. However,
Darcy’s choice to marry Elizabeth would be a more radical proposition in the plot of Pride and
Prejudice. Elizabeth’s freedom to critique and find humor in Darcy’s behavior is unique as such
power would usually be permitted only to those commanding respect and esteem on account of
their social status. With none of these attributes to aid her, it is easy to question where and how
she attains the power to critique someone seemingly so far above her, according to gender
norms, income, and social standing. I argue that this power comes from Elizabeth’s
determination to be self-educated and the knowledge she gleaned from books. These key aspects
of her personality allow her to stand separate from the Miss Bingleys of society and claim a
power that was not originally hers for the taking. This power pays off as it gives her the
confidence to critique Darcy and by doing so gain his respect and love.
Austen’s twist on Emma and Knightley’s marriage also defies the conventions readers
would expect of what newlywed bliss was supposed to look like. Knightley, a powerful landlord
and successful farmer, agrees to give up his home and all of its comforts to be a second caregiver
and son to Emma’s ailing father. Whereas marriage during the Regency era was seen as a
consolidation of a man’s power, Knightley instead gives up the power he already possesses for
the chance of marrying his true love. Austen pushes her readers out of their comfort zones by
pushing them to think of the different forms a marriage might take and on what basis. Such an
opportunity to question the norms of courtship and marriage allows for the reinvention of
marriage as well as the reinvention of the gender norms that are attached to it.
Harriet Smith and Mr. Bingley
Mr. Bingley from Pride and Prejudice and Harriet from Emma offer the reader another
opportunity to see how similar characteristics are seen differently by society based on the sex of
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the character. Through the characters of Mr. Bingley and Harriet, Austen criticizes dependent
and indecisive behavior in both sexes. Bingley’s loyalty to Darcy as well as Harriet’s loyalty to
Emma cause both characters to bend to the will of their friend as opposed to following their
hearts. This desire to be well liked by another to this extent looks very different in Bingley in
comparison to Harriet. Austen uses such examples to show the need to judge characteristics on
terms outside of gendered binary norms. Bingley and Harriet’s dependencies on their friends
should be seen as equally weak. Austen describes Bingley as “good-looking and gentlemanlike;
he had a pleasant countenance, and easy, unaffected manners” (Loc 173). His “pleasant
countenance” appears to be taken advantage of in his relationship with Mr. Darcy as he sought to
please his friend more than anything else:
Between him and Darcy there was a steady friendship, in spite of great opposition of
character. Bingley was endeared to Darcy by the easiness, openness, and ductility of his
temper, though no disposition could offer a greater contrast to his own, and though with
his own he never appeared dissatisfied. On the strength of Darcy’s regard, Bingley had
the firmest reliance, and of his judgment the highest opinion. In understanding, Darcy
was the superior. (Loc 235)
Bingley’s desire to please Darcy results in his temporary downfall as Darcy schemes to separate
Bingley from Jane Bennet. Darcy states in a letter to Elizabeth that he felt it necessary to prevent
his friend from making such a disadvantageous match: “The situation of your mother’s family,
though objectionable, was nothing in comparison to that total want of propriety so frequently, so
almost uniformly betrayed by herself, by your three younger sisters, and occasionally even by
your father” (Loc 2821). Darcy continues to describe his interference when he lays out the
timeline of his plot to prevent the match:
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We accordingly went - and there I readily engaged in the office of pointing out to my
friend the certain evils of such a choice. I described, and enforced them most earnestly.
But, however this remonstrance might have staggered or delayed his determination, I do
not suppose that it would ultimately have prevented the marriage, had it not been
seconded by the assurance that I hesitated not in giving, of your sister’s indifference. He
had before believed her to return his affection with sincere, if not equal regard. But
Bingley has great natural modesty, with a stronger dependence on my judgment than on
his own. To convince him, therefore, that he had deceived himself, was no very difficult
point. To persuade him against returning into Hertfordshire, when that conviction had
been given, was scarcely the work of a moment. (Loc 2830)
Darcy’s letter shows his knowledge of how much his opinion impacts Bingley and how this is
used to Darcy’s advantage as he knows he will be successful in his attempt to separate the
couple. Taking this reading a step further, it is also evidence of the weakness of Bingley’s
character that he can be so easily dissuaded out of love by his friend. If Bingley was truly as in
love as he claims to be at the end of the novel, he lacked the strength to prevent himself from
being manipulated. The fact that his desire to please is seen as a character flaw and weakness in
Bingley can be attributed to the fact that he is a man and therefore should be able to make his
own decisions with a power and strength to support them.
Harriet’s dedication to Emma represents a similar character flaw as Bingley’s attachment
to Darcy. However, I argue that critics tend to find less fault in Harriet’s dependency on Emma
than on Bingley’s dependency on Darcy. Similar to Bingley, Harriet initially gives up on her
attachment to Mr. Martin as Emma finds him to be “very plain, undoubtedly, remarkably
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plain:but that is nothing compared with his entire want of gentility” (31). Despite the lack of any
definite information as to Harriet’s background, Emma finds her to be
altogether very engaging- not inconveniently shy, not unwilling to talk- and yes so far
from pushing, shewing so proper and becoming a deference, seeming so pleasantly
grateful for being admitted to Hartfield, and so artlessly impressed by the appearance of
every thing in so superior a style to what she had been used to, that she must have good
sense, and deserve encouragement. (22)
Armed with this opinion of Harriet, Emma assumes and convinces Harriet that she comes from
gentility and therefore deserves a better suitor than a mere farmer. As Harriet is awestruck by
Emma’s lavish life and fears losing her new connection, she willingly breaks her initial bond
with Mr. Martin.
Harriet’s dedication to Emma’s approval goes so far as to seek Emma’s advice when Mr.
Martin proposes to her. When Emma implies that the only realistic answer is to refuse him, she
expresses deep concern for Harriet’s mental state when it appears that Harriet is considering
accepting the offer. Though Emma insists that she will not offer advice to Harriet, her
dumbfounded response to Harriet’s considering the match is a manipulative tactic to pressure
Harriet to refuse. Upon Harriet expressing her decision to refuse him, Emma states:
My dearest Harriet; you are doing just what you ought. While you were at all in suspense
I kept my feelings to myself, but now that you are so completely decided I have no
hesitation in approving. Dear Harriet, I give myself joy of this. It would have grieved me
to lose your acquaintance, which must have been the consequence of your marrying Mr.
Martin. (52)
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As this quote shows, Emma manipulates Harriet further by threatening the end of their friendship
if she were to ever sink so low as to marry Mr. Martin. This manipulation seals Harriet’s refusal
to Mr. Martin as she says, “Dear me!- How should I ever have borne it! It would have killed me
never to come to Hartfield any more!” (52). Harriet’s focus on pleasing Emma clouds her ability
to see clearly and to think rationally.
Both Bingley and Harriet are enamored with their friends and would rather please them
than themselves. Yet Bingley’s determination to please Darcy looks like a weakness as he is a
man and should not only know what he wants but have the power and authority to go get it
without worrying about the opinions of others. This same quality in Harriet is seen as less of a
weakness as it was socially acceptable for a woman to struggle to make decisions on her own.
Through looking at the similarities in all but sex between Bingley and Harriet, it is clear that
Austen is criticizing such dependent and indecisive behavior in either sex. If Bingley looks weak
and in need of internal strength, then why should Harriet not strive for this same strength within
herself regardless of her sex? Harriet does eventually gain the internal strength to determine her
own future through her acceptance of Mr. Martin’s second marriage proposal, an acceptance she
makes without informing Emma in advance. Here, Austen’s novel illustrates the benefits that can
come from a woman stepping outside of the gendered norm and acting more independently.
Georgiana Darcy and Mr. Woodhouse
Another example where Austen deconstructs the gender binary by illuminating the
underlying similarities between male and female characters can be found in Mr. Woodhouse and
Georgiana Darcy. Both Mr. Woodhouse and Georgiana are completely dependent characters. Mr.
Woodhouse is completely dependent on Emma as “he was a much older man in ways than in
years” (4) and lived with such a “constitution and habits; for having been a valetudinarian all his
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life” (4). Georgiana is also completely dependent on Mr. Darcy as he must play both the older
brother and the father figure to her. Although both of these characters rely on their family
immensely, Mr. Woodhouse’s reliance falls outside of what would have been seen as a natural
dependent in Austen’s day. Mr. Woodhouse’s dependency is seen as a weakness as he is
dependent due to his own fear and his inability to care for himself despite him being the older
party and the man of the home. Mr. Woodhouse’s dependence on Emma is visible when Miss
Taylor is married and Emma must stifle her own loneliness to care for her father: “It was a
melancholy change; and Emma could not but sigh over it, and wish for impossible things, till her
father awoke, and made it necessary to be cheerful. His spirits required support” (5). Georgiana’s
reliance on Darcy is not seen in such a light as she is younger than him and a woman in need of a
male protector. Through making Mr. Woodhouse, the man of the home, fully dependent on his
young daughter, Austen makes a strong critique of how society’s stark gender norms are often
mistaken. It is Emma who acts as man of the house.
Mr. Frank Churchill
Another example of Austen’s critique of the false patriarchal dichotomy can be found
when Mr. Knightley and Emma are at odds over Mr. Frank Churchill and the agency he has over
his own life. When Churchill has yet again postponed his visit due to the inability to attain
permission from his aunt to visit his father and new stepmother, Knightley’s reaction is one of
complete disbelief and inability to relate as he states, “If Frank Churchill had wanted to see his
father, he would have contrived it between September and January. A man at his age—what is
he?—three or four-and-twenty—cannot be without the means of doing as much as that. It is
impossible” (Austen 148). He furthers his argument by attempting to inform Emma of the rights
assigned to men when he says, “There is one thing, Emma, which a man can always do, if he
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chuses, and that is, his duty; not by manoeuvring and finessing, but by vigour and resolution”
(Austen 149). As Knightley has always benefited from his role as a man of means in his society,
he cannot understand how another man cannot take authority over his own choices.
According to Mr. Knightley, there is no such thing as a man who cannot merely inform
his aunt, and parental figure, of his departure and be off to complete his duty to his father by
making the acquaintance of his new stepmother. As Knightley represents the extreme concept of
independent manhood, he is his own authority and must answer to no one but himself. The idea
of a man having to report to a higher authority to determine his actions is beyond Knightley’s
comprehension and prevents Churchill from being a true “man” in his eyes. In “Manhood and
Happiness in Emma: Liberal Learning and Practicing the Language of Marriage,” Joyce Kerr
Tarpley argues that men are not born with innate manhood as it was defined then, but must attain
it through education and learning to look beyond themselves and their desires (23). While I agree
with Tarpley’s reading here of the criteria for attaining manhood in the period, I go further to
suggest that Austen depicts Frank Churchill with obvious feminine characteristics of the time to
break down what she, following Wollstonecraft, perceives to be a false dichotomy based on
patriarchal norms. Austen’s depiction of Churchill allows the reader to question the norms and
open their minds to the possibility of gender-neutral characteristics that are more dependent on
individual circumstances, experiences, and desires than on the fact of sexual difference.
While I will further break down examples of Churchill’s actions and personality that are
more in line with female stereotypes, I first think it is important to support my argument in the
specific debate between Knightley and Emma in regard to Churchill’s delayed trip. As suggested
above, Austen situates Churchill in a role of feminine subservience to his aunt. Emma, as a woman,
relates to his dilemma in a way that Knightley is incapable of. Emma responds to Knightley’s
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assertion that Churchill should be able to make the trip despite his aunt’s request by stating, “That’s
easily said, and easily felt by you, who have always been your own master. You are the worst
judge in the world, Mr. Knightley, of the difficulties of dependence. You do not know what it is to
have tempers to manage” (Austen 148). Emma sees herself and the plight of her sex in the position
that Churchill finds himself in. Women in Austen’s middle-class society were beholden to paternal
authority whether that be their father, husband, brother or the state and the set of stereotypes
enforced. Austen here refutes that dependency is a biological feature of gender as she argues that
both females and males can find themselves in a position of not being their own masters.
This episode in the novel prompts the reader to see the absurdity of the double standard
set in place by society. Merely because of the sex of Churchill, Knightley demands that he stand
up for himself and behave in an honorable way toward his father. Yet, if Churchill were a
woman, would Knightley have the same demand? If it was a woman in her mid-twenties who
was unable to make the visit, Knightley would certainly say nothing as it would be completely
normal for such a trip to be planned and determined by the authority figure. Therefore, Austen
forces the conclusion to be drawn that men and women are viewed in completely unfair terms as
the emphasis placed on Mr. Churchill’s need to visit his stepmother to show honor would not
have been enforced had he been a woman. Austen shows the low opinion that was held of
women as they were not able to hold themselves to a standard of respect that should be afforded
to all of the human race.
Austen creates in Frank Churchill an exception to the idea of patriarchal dichotomy
throughout the novel in the way that his character is depicted as well as his actions. Prior to
Churchill coming to Highbury, his reputation preceded him as his father’s “fond report of him as
a very fine young man had made Highbury feel a sort of pride in him too. He was looked on as
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sufficiently belonging to the place to make his merits and prospects a kind of common concern”
(Austen 15). In addition to the praise he received from his father, he was known through the letter
that he sent to Mrs. Weston upon her marriage to his father.
In a society where letters were the primary source of communication, the fact that
Churchill could write a pleasing letter was of great importance and went far in supporting his
father’s claims. As the ability to write well was such an important sign of intellect and respect,
the content of his letter was not reserved for Mrs. Weston but instead was discussed in “every
morning visit in Highbury” (Austen 16).
Frank Churchill’s letter was not received well by everyone. Mr. Knightley critiques his
letter as an attempt to manipulate his audience into finding favor with him prior to his visit.
When discussing the letter with Emma, Knightley says:
Yes; all the advantages of sitting still when he ought to move and of leading a life of
mere idle pleasure, and fancying himself extremely expert in finding excuses of it. He can
sit down and write a fine flourishing letter, full of professions and falsehoods, and
persuade himself that he has hit upon the very best method in the world of preserving
peace at home and preventing his father’s having any right to complain. His letters
disgust me. (151)
Does Knightley’s disgust stem from the manipulation and smoke screens that are utilized in the
letter, or because of the fact that Churchill is a man? Women, as I have established in previous
chapters, were often forced into manipulating those around them to get their way and exert some
modicum of control, yet Churchill’s use of a similar tactic could be off-putting to Knightley as
he believes a man should not behave in this manner. As women were the primary letter writers
for the family during the time, Churchill’s ability to a write beautiful and convincing letter
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proves to make him stand out amongst the other men as he is more relatable and accepted by the
women in Highbury than the men.
Emma’s initial reaction upon meeting Frank Churchill provides an opportunity for
Austen to paint Churchill in the light that he finds himself in throughout the rest of the novel: as
a man lacking what was seen as masculine qualities and instead having traits more in line with
feminine characteristics:
The Frank Churchill so long talked of, so high in interest, was actually before her- he was
presented to her, and she did not think too much had been said in his praise; he was a very
good looking young man; height, air, address, all were unexceptionable. (194)
Basing the quality of the person on their physical appearance was more a practice related to
women as Wollstonecraft writes, “Yet they are told, at the same time, that they are only like
angels when they are young and beautiful; consequently, it is their persons, not their virtues, that
procure them this homage” (Wollstonecraft 101). I argue that their initial encounter sets the stage
for how Austen critiques men through Frank Churchill and the need for them to embrace their
full masculinity. Austen creates Churchill as a male character who falls more in line with female
norms as a means of portraying the weaker qualities associated with women and the need to not
encourage such behavior in either sex. If Churchill’s manipulative and idle behavior is seen as a
character flaw by the reader, then Austen would have you question if such behavior should not
be sanctioned in assessing the character of either sex.
Another strong critique brought against the character of Frank Churchill is the idleness of
his life and his desire to seek out pleasure over responsibility and practicality. Joyce Kerr
Tarplay argues that “idleness, an improper understanding and an abuse of leisure, contributes to
Frank’s utilitarianism, his use of other people as a means to serve his own end” (30). While I
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agree with Tarpley, I argue that this idleness must be analyzed further as it is Austen’s attempt to
critique a characteristic that is found pleasing in women but narcissistic if detected in a man.
When discussing the idle nature of women, Wollstonecraft writes, “Women have seldom
sufficient serious employment to silence their feelings; a round of little cares, or vain pursuits
frittering away all strength of mind and organs, they become naturally only objects of sense”
(80). As women were taught to focus on themselves and the few things given to them to pursue
such as cross stitch and piano, their worlds were small and revolved around their own pleasures
and pursuits. Viewed through such a lens, it is obvious that Austen intends to depict such idle
and self-centered qualities on a man to show their lack of strength and need for change. If such
behavior is not accepted for a man, as Knightley shows throughout the novel in his strong
critique and ridicule of Churchill, why then was it seen as appropriate for a woman?
One such event that illustrated Churchill’s self-centered, idle nature is found when he
travels from Highbury to London solely for the purpose of getting a haircut. Emma’s previously
adoring opinion of Churchill is rattled by the knowledge of this as
it did not accord with the rationality of plan, the moderation of expense, or even the
unselfish warmth of heart, which she had believed herself to discern in him yesterday.
Vanity, extravagance, love of change, restlessness of temper, which must be doing
something, good or bad; heedlessness as to the pleasure of his father and Mrs. Weston,
indifferent as to how his conduct might appear in general; he became liable to all of these
charges. (211)
From the perspective of Regency gender norms, such self-centered behavior and focus on
physical appearance, as Churchill stated that “he had no reason to wish his hair longer, to
conceal any confusion of face” (219), was seen as a feminine quality. By showing it in a male,
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Austen shows the absurdity of such behavior and the need for it not to be praised in either sex.
Knightley’s critique of Churchill includes this specific situation as upon hearing the
story, he said to himself, “Hum! Just the trifling, silly fellow I took him for” (Austen 212).
Where Emma was willing to look over the “little blot” (211), and Mrs. Weston added it up to “all
young people would have their little whims” (212), Knightley takes this event as a deeper sign of
Churchill’s character. To Knightley, Churchill’s choosing to do something so frivolous is a sign
of his inability to meet the requirements society has set up for male productivity, autonomy, and
independence. Therefore, this action is not just a momentary lapse in judgment, but an indicator
of Churchill’s inability to meet the standard for true masculinity.
Another example of Churchill’s failure to adhere to the gender norms of the time is
present when looking at the amount of excitement and dedication he places on throwing a ball
during his time in Highbury. After being able to briefly dance together at the Coles’ dinner party,
Emma and Churchill discuss the possibilities of planning a ball. Although a dance is not a purely
feminine event as it is a social gathering including men, the concept of actually dancing and
being excited about it was seen as more feminine. Austen pushes this boundary as “Frank’s was
the first idea; and his the greatest zeal in pursuing it; for the lady was the best judge of the
difficulties, and the most solicitous for accommodation and appearance” (Austen 253). Not only
is Churchill the one primarily pushing for this social engagement, but he is also the one ignoring
obstacles that Emma highlights. This desire offers another opportunity for Austen to push the
boundaries as the patriarchal dichotomy would suggest that women were more likely to be
flighty and ignore key elements of an issue. Yet, in this situation, it is Churchill who is ignoring
important aspects of the event to get his desired outcome.
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Churchill’s eagerness for a dance would not represent this false dichotomy on its own,
but clearly exemplifies Austen pushing boundaries when compared to Knightley’s response to
the prospect of a dance. As Knightley is set up to be the picture of masculinity within the text as
Emma tells Harriet that “you might not see one in a hundred with gentlemen so plainly written as
in Mr. Knightley,” (31) his response represents what society expected the male response of such
an event to be. In contrast to Churchill’s excitement over the prospects of a dance, Knightley
was “determined against its exciting any present curiosity, or affording him any future
amusement” and “would rather be at home, looking over William Larkins’s week’s account”
(263). Knightley’s preference to be at home taking care of his business as opposed to joining in a
social event of idleness and gossip clearly locates him within his society’s standard for male
behavior. The question then is why was Churchill so pressed to make a dance happen and engage
in such behaviors that might normally be left to the women of society?
As it is later discovered that Churchill and Jane Fairfax were secretly engaged during the
extent of their time in Highbury (409), I argue that Churchill was eager to plan the ball as a
means of seeing her while not raising the suspicions of those in the community. Similar to the
criticism brought against Churchill for not being forthright with his desire to visit his father when
dealing with his aunt, the same criticism can now apply to his not owning his decision to propose
to Jane Fairfax when it happened in fear of the same aunt who controlled his money and his
actions. As he deemed it necessary to keep his connection to Fairfax a secret, he placed himself
in a similar position to women in their society who were forced to wait for such events like balls
and parties in order to see the men they admired without raising scrutiny as to the respectability
of their actions. Through placing himself in the position of the other sex, Churchill was required
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to hide his feelings for another just as women had to hide their feelings until the man made the
first move.
Austen’s desire to redefine gender norms is evident when analyzing and comparing the
actions of characters from both novels. As opposed to determining the quality of a person by
how well they hold up to the norms required of their sex, Austen argues for judgment to be
passed based on the quality of the person regardless of their sex. Such progressive thinking
forwards Austen’s desire for equality as her goal is for men and women both to be forced to a
higher moral standard as a way of bettering the human race in general. If both men and women
were allowed to strive for the same level of morality, the issues of education and equality in
marriage would also shift for the better.
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Conclusion:
Austen’s novels, once a call for change in the education of women, the social terms of
marriage relations, and gender roles, remain popular in today’s culture as reminders of the
freedom attained and the beauty to be found in stepping outside of society’s structures. The fact
alone that such stories have continued in popularity well after women achieved the agency they
fought for clearly shows the importance of the ideal marriage that Austen and Wollstonecraft
championed. The love story at the center of each novel is esteemed into the present as they invite
us into a time so much different from our own. While we engage with Austen’s work as a way of
entering into an earlier era of English history, I argue that what we find within the text connects
with us and relates to us despite the time period. Whereas women today might not be silenced in
the same ways, the need for women to speak out, to control our own narratives, and to stand
apart from the labels bestowed upon us are still relevant issues in today’s society.
In Pride and Prejudice, Austen created a variety of female characters that when
compared to Elizabeth, show the need for the removal of the patriarchal shackles that bind them
to tradition over agency and love. Through examining Mrs. Bennet and her lack of agency and
forced ignorance, Elizabeth’s actions to push patriarchal suppression to its breaking point is
understandable as her mother’s behavior shows the bleak outcome of minimal education and
forced silence for women within the private sphere. Similarly, comparing Elizabeth’s union with
Mr. Darcy to Jane’s marriage to Mr. Bingley and Charlotte’s marriage to Mr. Collins allows
Elizabeth’s progressive marriage to shine out as a beacon of hope for agency and love. Jane
marries for love although financial security comes with her marriage, but she does not grow as a
character or help Bingley to grow through the match. Charlotte and Mr. Collins find themselves
in an even worse place as Mr. Collins does not grow as a person through the match and Charlotte

79

loses the credibility she had in society due to her commitment to a man so out of touch with
himself.
Austen’s Emma continues to advocate for a feminist approach to marriage through
portraying Emma’s struggle to find herself and eventual union to Mr. Knightley. Such a union
was based in love and mutual respect that completed both individuals in a way that they could
not be completed alone. The importance of their marriage, similar to Pride and Prejudice, is
made clear through comparing their relationship to other relationships and women within the
text. Through such comparisons, Austen critiques the limited number of options available to
women in society such as a wife, mother, spinster, governess and young woman aspiring to
marriage. In all of these instances, Austen advocates for agency so that women may choose the
space they take up instead of having it thrust upon them by society.
By comparing characters within Pride and Prejudice and Emma, Austen’s desire to break
gender norms is evident as she has characters of opposite sex share similar qualities. Through
seeing qualities such as dependency, strong will, and outspokenness being portrayed in both
sexes, Austen disrupts the patriarchal dichotomy at play during the time and forces the reader to
see the characteristics as positive or negative despite the gender of the carrier. Such a move
allows for the reinvention of female and male personalities and makes room for women to
determine their own path.
I argue that one of Austen’s main critiques of her society was summed up in a
conversation between Emma and her father when she says, “One half of the world cannot
understand the pleasures of the other” (Austen 82). Austen accurately critiques the structure of
Regency England’s patriarchal society where repeated effort is made to contain both sexes in a
neat box not to be altered. Therefore, the genius of her work was to color outside such
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boundaries and force the reader to rethink the many binaries they had been brought up with.
Woman is not weak so that man can be strong. Dependency is not feminine as strength is not
masculine. Such lessons continue to be applicable to today’s society as stereotypes continue to
prevent people from being truly seen and understood.
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